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Abstract 
 

The present paper addresses two questions: (1) which nonexperimental 
comparison group methods provide the most accurate estimates of the impacts of 
mandatory welfare-to-work programs; and (2) do the best methods work well enough to 
substitute for random assignment experiments?  

 
The authors compare findings for a number of nonexperimental comparison 

groups and statistical adjustment procedures with those for experimental control groups 
from a large-sample, six-state random assignment experiment — the National Evaluation 
of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS). The methods examined combine different 
types of comparison groups (in-state, out-of-state, and multi-state), with different 
propensity score balancing approaches (sub-classification and one-to-one matching) and 
different statistical models (ordinary least squares [OLS], fixed-effects models, and 
random-growth models). These methods are assessed in terms of their ability to estimate 
program impacts on annual earnings during a short-run follow-up period, comprising the 
first two years after random assignment, and a medium-run follow-up period, comprising 
the third through fifth years after random assignment. The tests conducted use data for an 
unusually rich set of individual background factors, including up to three years of 
quarterly baseline earnings and employment histories plus detailed socio-economic 
characteristics.  

 
Findings with respect to the first research question suggest that: (1) in-state 

comparison groups perform somewhat better than do out-of-state or multi-state 
comparison groups, especially for medium-run impact estimates; (2) a simple difference 
of means or OLS regression can perform as well or better than more complex methods 
when used with a local comparison group; (3) impact estimates for out-of-state or multi-
state comparison groups are not improved substantially by more complex estimation 
procedures but are improved somewhat when propensity score methods are used to 
eliminate comparison groups that are not “balanced” on their baseline characteristics. 

 
Findings with respect to the second research question are: (1) nonexperimental 

estimation error is appreciably larger in the medium run than in the short run; and (2) this 
error can be quite large for a single site but tends to cancel out across many sites, because 
its direction fluctuates unpredictably. The answer to the question, “Do the best methods 
work well enough to replace random assignment?” is probably, “No.”  

 
Nevertheless, because the present analysis reflects the experience of a limited 

number of sites for a specific type of program, it must be replicated more broadly before 
firm conclusions about alternative impact estimation approaches can be drawn. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 
 The past three decades have witnessed an explosion of program evaluations 
funded by government and non-profit organizations. These evaluations span the gamut of 
program areas, including education, employment, welfare, health, mental health, criminal 
justice, housing, transportation, and the environment. To properly evaluate such programs 
requires addressing three fundamental questions: How was the program implemented? 
What were its impacts? How did its impacts compare to its costs?  
 
 Perhaps the hardest part of the evaluation process is obtaining credible estimates 
of program impacts. By definition, the impacts of a program are those outcomes that it 
caused to happen, and thus would not have occurred without it. Therefore, to measure the 
impact of a program requires comparing its outcomes (for example, employment rates 
and earnings for a job-training program) for a sample of participants with an estimate of 
what these outcomes would have been for the same group in the absence of the program. 
Identifying this latter condition — or “counterfactual” — can be extremely difficult to do. 
 

The most widely used approach for establishing a counterfactual is to observe 
outcomes for a comparison group that did not have access to the program.1 The 
difference between the observed outcomes for the program and comparison groups then 
provides an estimate of the program’s impacts. The fundamental problem with this 
approach, however, is the inherent difficulty in identifying a comparison group that is 
identical to the program group in all ways except one — it did not have access to the 
program.  
 
 In principle, the best way to construct a comparison group is to randomly assign 
eligible people to the program or to a comparison group that is not given access to the 
program (called a control group in the context of an experiment). Through this lottery-
like process — considered by many as the “gold standard” of evaluation research — the 
laws of chance help to ensure that the two groups are initially similar in all ways (the 
larger the sample is the more similar the groups are likely to be).  
 

In practice, however, there are many situations in which it is not possible to use 
random assignment. For these situations researchers have developed a broad array of 
alternative approaches using nonexperimental comparison groups that are chosen in ways 
other than by random assignment. In order to establish a counterfactual, these approaches 
must invoke important assumptions that usually are not testable. Hence, their credibility 
relies on the faith that researchers place in the assumptions made. Because of this, the 

                                                 
1 This paper focuses only on standard nonexperimental comparison group designs (often called “non-
equivalent control group” designs) for estimating program impacts. It does not examine other quasi-
experimental approaches such as interrupted time-series analysis, regression discontinuity analysis, or 
point-displacement analysis (Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Cook and Campbell, 1979; and Shadish, Cook, 
and Campbell, 2002).  
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perceived value of these approaches has fluctuated widely over time and debates about 
them have generated more heat than light.  

 
There is a pressing need for evidence on the effectiveness of nonexperimental 

comparison group methods because of the strong demand for valid ways to measure 
program impacts when random assignment is not possible or appropriate. To help meet 
this need, a literature based on direct comparisons of experimental and nonexperimental 
findings has emerged and it is the goal of this report to make a meaningful contribution to 
this literature. Specifically, the report addresses two related questions: 

 
• For statisticians, econometricians, and evaluation researchers, who develop, 

assess, and use program evaluation methods, the paper addresses the question: 
Which nonexperimental comparison group methods work best and under what 
conditions do they do so? 

 
• For program funders, policy makers, and administrators, who must weigh the 

evidence generated by evaluation studies to help make important decisions, the 
paper addresses the question: Under what conditions, if any, do the best 
nonexperimental comparison group methods produce valid estimates of program 
impacts that could be used instead of a random assignment experiment? 

 
The report addresses these questions in a specific context — that of mandatory 

welfare-to-work programs designed to promote economic self-sufficiency. Thus, its 
findings must be interpreted in the context of such programs and they may or may not 
generalize to other types of programs, especially those for which participation is 
voluntary. The present chapter sets the stage for our discussion by providing a conceptual 
framework for it and outlining the prior evidence upon which it builds. 
 
The Fundamental Problem and the Primary  
Analytical Responses to It 
 
 This section briefly describes the fundamental methodological problem — 
selection bias — confronted when using nonexperimental comparison group methods. It 
then introduces the primary analytic strategies that have been developed to address the 
problem, using random assignment as a benchmark of comparison.  
 

The Fundamental Problem: Selection Bias 
 
 Figure 1.1 presents a highly simplified three-variable causal model of the 
underlying relationships in a nonexperimental comparison group analysis. The model 
specifies that the values of the outcome, Y, for sample members are determined by their 
program status, P (whether they are in the program group or the comparison group), plus 
an additional baseline causal factor or covariate, X, such as education level, ability, or 
motivation.  
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Figure 1.1 
Selection Bias with a Single Covariate 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Y = the outcome measure 
X = the baseline covariate 
P = program status (1 for program group and 0 for comparison group members) 
β0 = the program impact 
β1 = the effect of the covariate on the outcome 
∆ = the program/comparison group difference in the mean value of the covariate 
 
 

The impact of a program on the outcome is represented in the diagram by an 
arrow from P to Y; the size and sign of this impact is represented by β0. The effect of the 
covariate on the outcome is represented by an arrow from X to Y; the size and sign of this 
effect is represented by β1. The relationship between the baseline covariate and program 
status is represented by a line between X and P; 2 the size and sign of this relationship is 
represented by ∆, which is the difference in the mean value of the covariate for the 
program and comparison groups. 
 
 Now consider the implications of this situation for estimating program impacts. 
First note that the total relationship between P and Y represents the combined effect of a 
direct causal relationship between P and Y and an indirect spurious relationship between 
P and Y through X. The total relationship equals the difference in the mean values of the 
outcome for the program and comparison groups. Because this difference represents more 
than just the impact of the program, it provides a biased estimate of the impact. The bias 

                                                 
2 Because the relationship between X and P may or may not be a direct causal linkage, the line representing 
it in Figure 1.1 does not specify a direction. 

Y 

P

X 

β0

β1 
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is produced by the spurious indirect relationship between P and Y, which, in turn, is 
produced by the relationship between X and P. This latter relationship reflects the extent 
to which the comparison group selected for the evaluation differs from the program group 
in terms of the covariate. Because the bias is caused by the selection of the program and 
comparison groups, it is referred to as selection bias. 
 
 To make this result more concrete, consider the following hypothetical evaluation 
of an employment program, where Y is average annual earnings during the follow-up 
period and X is the number of years of prior formal education. Assume that: (1) for β0, 
the true program impact is $500, (2) for β1, average annual earnings increase by $400 per 
year of prior formal education, and (3) for ∆, program group members had two more 
years of prior formal education than did control group members, on average.  This 
implies that the observed program and comparison group difference in mean future 
earnings is $500 (the true program impact) plus $400 times 2 (the selection bias) for a 
total of $1300. Hence, the selection bias is quite large, both in absolute terms and with 
respect to the size of the program impact. 
 

In practice, program and comparison groups may differ with respect to many 
factors that are related to their outcomes. These differences come about in ways that 
depend on how program and comparison group members are selected. Hence, they might 
reflect how: (1) individuals learn about, apply for, and decide whether to participate in a 
program (self-selection), (2) program staff recruit and screen potential participants (staff-
selection), (3) families and individuals, who become part of a program or comparison 
group because of where they live or work, choose a residence or job (geographic 
selection), or (4) researchers choose a comparison group (researcher selection).  For these 
reasons, estimating a program impact by a simple difference in mean outcomes may 
confound the true impact of the program with the effects of other factors.   
 

Analytic Responses to the Problem 
 
 Given these relationships, there are four basic ways to eliminate selection bias: (1) 
use random assignment to eliminate systematic observable and unobservable differences, 
(2) use statistical balancing to eliminate differences in observed covariates, (3) estimate a 
regression model of the factors that determine the outcome and use this model to predict 
the counterfactual, or (4) use one or more of several methods designed to control for 
unobserved differences based on specific assumptions about how the program and 
comparison groups were selected. Each approach is described briefly below. 
 

Eliminating All Covariate Differences by Random Assignment: A random 
assignment experiment eliminates selection bias by eliminating the relationships 
between every possible covariate — both observed and unobserved — and 
program status. This well-known property of random assignment ensures that the 
expected value of every covariate difference is zero. Thus, although the actual 
difference for any given experiment may be positive or negative, these 
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possibilities are equally likely to occur by chance and offset each other across 
many experiments.3  

 
Balancing Observed Covariates Using Propensity Scores: It is far more 
difficult to know how much confidence to place in impact estimates based on 
comparison groups selected nonexperimentally (without random assignment). 
This is because the properties of most non-random selection processes are 
unknown. One way to deal with this problem is to explicitly balance or equalize 
the program and comparison groups with respect to as many covariates as 
possible. Each covariate that is balanced (has the same mean in both groups) is 
then eliminated as a source of selection bias.  
 
Although it is difficult to balance many covariates individually, it is often, but not 
always, easier to represent these variables by a composite index and then balance 
the index. If the index is structured properly, balancing the index will balance the 
covariates. Perhaps the most widely used balancing index is the propensity score 
developed by Paul Rosenbaum and Donald Rubin (1983). This score expresses 
the probability (propensity) of being in the program group instead of the 
comparison group as a function of observed covariates. Estimating the 
coefficients of this index from data for the full sample of program and comparison 
group members and then substituting individuals’ covariate values into the 
equation yields an estimated propensity score for each sample member. The next 
step is to balance the program and comparison groups with respect to their 
estimated propensity scores using one of a number of possible methods (see 
Chapter 2).      

 
The variations of propensity score matching share a common limitation that was 
acknowledged by Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983): such methods can only balance 
covariates that are measured. If all relevant covariates have been measured and 
included in the estimated propensity score, then balancing the program and 
comparison groups with respect to this score can eliminate selection bias.4 But if 
some important covariates have not been measured — perhaps because they 
cannot be — selection bias may remain. 

  
Thus, the quality of program impact estimates obtained from propensity score 
balancing methods depends on the source of the comparison group used (how 
well it matches the program group without any adjustments) and the nature and 
quality of the data available to measure covariates. As for any impact estimation 
procedure, the result is only as good as the research design that produced it.  
 
Predicting the Counterfactual by Modeling the Outcome: An alternative 
strategy for improving impact estimates obtained from nonexperimental 

                                                 
3 When considering the benefits of random assignment it is important to note that the confidence one places 
in the findings of a specific experiment derives from the statistical properties of the process used to select 
its program and control groups, not from the particular groups chosen.   
4 Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) refer to this condition as “ignorable treatment assignment.” 
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comparison groups is to predict the counterfactual by modeling the relationships 
between the outcome measure and observable covariates. The simplest and most 
widely used version of this approach is Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 
analysis. The goal of the approach is to model the systematic variation in the 
outcome so that all variation that is related to selection is accounted for. Hence, 
there is no remaining selection bias.  

 
With respect to most outcomes of interest, past behavior is usually the best 
predictor of future behavior. This is because past behavior reflects all factors that 
affect the outcome, including those that are not directly measurable. Hence, 
considerable attention has been given to the use of prior outcome measures in 
modeling the counterfactual for program impact estimates. The ability of 
quantitative models to emulate the counterfactual for a program impact estimate 
depends on how well they account for the systematic determinants of the 
outcome. In principle, models that fully account for these determinants (or the 
subset of determinants that are related to program selection) can produce impact 
estimates that are free of selection bias. In practice, however, there is no way to 
know when this goal has been achieved, short of comparing the nonexperimental 
impact estimate to a corresponding estimate from a random assignment 
experiment. 
 
Controlling for Unobserved Covariates: The fourth category of approaches to 
improving nonexperimental comparison group estimates of program impacts is to 
control for unobserved covariates through econometric models based on 
assumptions about how program and comparison group members were selected.  
 
Consider a hypothetical evaluation of a local employment program for low-
income people where individuals who live near the program are more likely than 
others to participate, but distance from the program is not related to future 
earnings prospects. For the evaluation, a random sample of local low-income 
residents is used as a comparison group. Thus, to estimate program impacts it is 
possible to estimate the probability of being in the program group as a function of 
distance from the program and use this function to correct for selection bias.5     

 
Two common ways to use selection models for estimating program impacts are 
based on the work of James Heckman (1976 and 1978) and G.S. Maddala and 
Lung-Fei Lee (1976).6 The ability of such models to produce accurate program 
impact estimates is substantially greater if the researcher can identify and measure 
exogenous variables that are related to selection but not to unobserved 
determinants of the outcome. In principle, if such variables can be found, and if 
they are sufficiently powerful correlates of selection, then selection modeling can 
produce impact estimates that are internally valid and reliable. In practice, 

                                                 
5 Variants of this approach are derivatives of the econometric estimation method called instrumental 
variables (for example, Angrist, Imbens, and Rubin, 1996). 
6 For an especially clear discussion of these methods see Barnow, Cain, and Goldberger (1980).  
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however, it is very difficult to identify the required exogenous selection 
correlates.  
 
Another approach to dealing with unobserved covariates is to “difference” them 
away using longitudinal outcome data and assumptions about how the outcome 
measure changes, or not, over time. Two popular versions of this approach are 
fixed-effects models and random-growth models. Fixed-effects models assume 
that unobserved individual differences related to the outcomes of sample members 
do not change during the several years composing one’s analysis period. Random-
growth models assume that these differences change at a constant rate during the 
period. As described in Chapter 2, by comparing how program and comparison 
group outcomes change over time, one can subtract out the effects of covariates 
that cannot be observed directly. 

 
Previous Assessments of Nonexperimental  
Comparison Group Methods 
 
 The best way to assess a nonexperimental method is to compare its impact 
estimates to corresponding findings from a random assignment study. In practice, there 
are two ways to do so: (1) within-study comparisons that test the ability of 
nonexperimental methods to replicate findings from specific experiments, and (2) cross-
study comparisons that contrast estimates from a group of experimental and 
nonexperimental studies. 
  
 The Empirical Basis for Within-Study Comparisons 
 
 During the past two decades a series of studies was conducted to assess the ability 
of nonexperimental comparison group estimators to emulate the results of four random 
assignment employment and training experiments. 
 

The National Supported Work Demonstration was conducted using random 
assignment in ten sites from across the U.S. during the mid-1970s to evaluate 
voluntary training and assisted work programs targeted on four groups of 
individuals with serious barriers to employment: (1) long-term recipients of Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), (2) former drug addicts, (3) former 
criminal offenders, and (4) young school dropouts.7 Data from these experiments 
were used subsequently for an extensive series of investigations of 
nonexperimental methods based on comparison groups drawn from two national 
surveys: the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID)  (LaLonde, 1986; Fraker and Maynard, 1987; Heckman and 
Hotz, 1989; Dehejia and Wahba, 1999; and Smith and Todd, forthcoming). 

                                                 
7 The sites in the experimental sample were: Atlanta, Georgia; Chicago, Illinois; Hartford, Connecticut; 
Jersey City, New Jersey; Newark, New Jersey; New York, New York; Oakland, California; Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania; San Francisco, California; plus Fond du Lac and Winnebago Counties, Wisconsin.  
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State welfare-to-work demonstrations were evaluated using random assignment 
in several locations during the early-to-mid-1980s to evaluate mandatory 
employment, training and education programs for recipients of AFDC. Data from 
four of these experiments were used subsequently to test nonexperimental impact 
estimation methods based on comparison groups drawn from three sources: (1) 
earlier cohorts of welfare recipients from the same local welfare offices, (2) 
welfare recipients from other local offices in the same state, and (3) welfare 
recipients from other states (Friedlander and Robins, 1995).8  
 
The AFDC Homemaker-Home Health Aide demonstrations were a set of 
voluntary training and subsidized work programs for recipients of AFDC that 
were evaluated in seven states using random assignment during the mid-to-late 
1980s.9 Data from these experiments were used subsequently to test 
nonexperimental impact estimation methods based on comparison groups drawn 
from program applicants who did not participate for one of three reasons: (1) they 
withdrew before completing the program intake process (“withdrawals”), (2) they 
were judged not appropriate for the program by intake staff (“screen-outs”), or (3) 
they were selected for the program but did not show-up (“no-shows”) (Bell, Orr, 
Blomquist, and Cain, 1995). 
 
The National Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) Study used random 
assignment during the late 1980s and early 1990s in 16 sites from across the U.S. 
This study tested the current federal voluntary employment and training program 
for economically disadvantaged adults and youth. In four of the 16 study sites a 
special nonexperimental component was included to collect extensive baseline 
and follow-up data for a comparison group of individuals who lived in the 
program’s catchment area, met its eligibility requirements, but did not participate 
in it (“eligible non-participants or ENPs”).10 James Heckman and his associates 
used this information for a detailed exploration of nonexperimental comparison 
group methods (see, for example, Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997, 1998; and 
Heckman, Ichimura, Smith, and Todd, 1998).  

 
 Although limited to a single policy area — employment and training programs — 
the methodological research that has grown out of the preceding four experiments spans: 
(1) a lengthy timeframe (from the 1970s to the 1990s), (2) many different geographic 
areas (representing different labor market structures), (3) programs that are both 
voluntary and mandatory (and thus probably represent quite different selection 
processes), (4) a wide variety of comparison group sources (national survey samples, out-
of-state welfare populations, in-state welfare populations, program applicants who did not 
participate, and program eligibles who did not participate, most of whom did not even 

                                                 
8 The four experiments were: the Arkansas WORK Program, the Baltimore Options Program, the San 
Diego Saturation Work Initiative Model, and the Virginia Employment Services Program.   
9 The seven participating states were Arkansas, Kentucky, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, South Carolina, 
and Texas. 
10 The four sites in the JTPA nonexperimental methods study were Fort Wayne, Indiana; Corpus Christi, 
Texas; Jersey City, New Jersey; and Providence, Rhode Island.  
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apply), and (5) a vast array of statistical and econometric methods for estimating program 
impacts using nonexperimental comparison groups. This research offers a mixed message 
about the effectiveness of such methods.  
 
 Findings Based on the National Supported Work Demonstration 
 

Consider first the methodological research based on the National Supported Work 
Demonstration. The main conclusions from this research comprise a series of points and 
counterpoints. 
 
 Point #1: Beware of nonexperimental methods bearing false promises. The 
first two studies in this series sounded an alarm about the large biases that can arise from 
matching and modeling based on comparison groups from a national survey, which was 
common practice at the time. According to the authors: 
 

“This comparison shows that many of the econometric procedures do not replicate 
the experimentally determined results, and it suggests that researchers should be 
aware of the potential for specification errors in other nonexperimental 
evaluations” (LaLonde, 1986, p. 604). 

 
“The results indicate that nonexperimental designs cannot be relied on to estimate 
the effectiveness of employment programs. Impact estimates tend to be sensitive 
both to the comparison group construction methodology and to the analytic model 
used” (Fraker and Maynard, 1987, p. 194). 

 
This bleak prognosis was further aggravated by the inconsistent findings obtained 

from nonexperimental evaluations of the existing federal employment and training 
program funded under the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973 
(CETA). These evaluations were conducted by different researchers but addressed the 
same impact questions using the same data sources. Unfortunately, the answers obtained 
depended crucially on the methods used. Consequently, Barnow’s (1987) review of these 
studies concluded that: “experiments appear to be the only method available at this time 
to overcome the limitations of nonexperimental evaluations” (p. 190).  

 
These ambiguous evaluation findings plus the disconcerting methodological 

results obtained by LaLonde (1986) and Fraker and Maynard (1987) led a special 
advisory panel appointed by the U.S. Department of Labor to recommend that the 
upcoming national evaluation of the new federal employment and training program, 
JTPA, be conducted using random assignment with a special component designed to 
develop and test nonexperimental methods (Stromsdorfer, et al., 1985).11 These 
                                                 
11 Another factor in this decision was an influential report issued by the National Academy of Sciences 
decrying the lack of knowledge about the effectiveness of employment programs for youth despite the 
millions of dollars spent on nonexperimental research about these programs (Betsey, Hollister and 
Papageorgiou, 1985). In addition, the general lack of conclusive evaluation evidence had been recognized 
much earlier, as exemplified by Goldstein’s (1972) statement that: “The robust expenditures for research 
and evaluation of training programs ($179.4 million from fiscal 1962 through 1972) are a disturbing 
contrast to the anemic set of conclusive and reliable findings” (p. 14). This evidentiary void in the face of 
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recommendations established the design of the subsequent National JTPA Study (Bloom, 
et al., 1997). 

 
Counterpoint #1: Accurate nonexperimental impact estimates are possible if 

one is careful to separate the wheat from the chaff. In response to the preceding 
negative assessments, Heckman and Hotz (1989) argued that systematic specification 
tests of the underlying assumptions of nonexperimental methods can help to invalidate 
(and thus eliminate) methods that are not consistent with the data and help to validate 
(and thus support) those that are consistent. In principle, such tests can reduce the range 
of nonexperimental impact estimates in a way that successfully emulates experimental 
findings. Based on their empirical analyses, the authors concluded that:     

 
 “A reanalysis of the National Supported Work Demonstration data previously 
analyzed by proponents of social experiments reveals that a simple testing 
procedure eliminates the range of nonexperimental estimators at variance with the 
experimental estimates of program impact”….. “Our evidence tempers the recent 
pessimism about nonexperimental evaluation procedures that has become common 
in the evaluation community” (Heckman and Hotz, 1989, pp. 862 and 863). 

 
Most of these specification tests use baseline earnings data to assess how well a  

nonexperimental method equates the pre-program earnings of program and comparison 
group members. This approach had been recommended earlier by Ashenfelter (1974) and  
had been used informally by many researchers, including LaLonde (1986) and Fraker and  
Maynard (1987). However, Heckman and Hotz (1989) proposed a more comprehensive,  
systematic, and formal application of the approach.  
 
 An important limitation of the approach, however, is its inability to account for 
changes in personal circumstances that can affect the outcome model. Thus, in a later 
analysis (discussed below) based on data from the National JTPA Study, Heckman, 
Ichimura, and Todd (1997, p. 629) subsequently concluded that: “It is therefore not a safe 
strategy to use pre-programme tests about mean selection bias to make inferences about 
post-programme selection, as proposed by Heckman and Hotz (1989).”    
 
 The other types of specification tests proposed by Heckman and Hotz (1989) 
capitalize on over-identifying assumptions for a given model, mainly with respect to the 
pattern of individual earnings over time. Because adequate longitudinal data often are not 
available to test these assumptions and because they do not apply to all types of models, 
they may have a limited ability to distinguish among the many models that exist.  
 

Nevertheless, when using nonexperimental methods it is generally deemed 
important to test the sensitivity of one’s results to the specification of one’s method and 

                                                                                                                                                 
many prior nonexperimental evaluations prompted Ashenfelter (1974), among others, to begin calling for 
random assignment experiments to evaluate employment and training programs almost three decades ago. 
As Ashenfelter (1974) noted: “Still, there will never be a substitute for a carefully designed study using 
experimental methods, and there is no reason why this could not still be carried out” (p. 12). 
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to test the validity of the assumptions underlying these methods. Such analyses represent 
necessary but not sufficient conditions for establishing the validity of empirical findings. 
 

Point #2: Propensity score balancing combined with longitudinal baseline 
outcome data might provide a ray of hope. Dehejia and Wahba (1999) suggest that 
propensity score balancing methods developed by Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) 
sometimes can be more effective than parametric models at controlling for observed 
differences in program and comparison groups. They also suggest that to evaluate 
employment and training programs probably requires more than one year of baseline 
outcome data. 
 

The authors support these suggestions with empirical findings for a subset of 
LaLonde’s (1986) sample of adult men for whom data on two years of pre-program 
earnings are available. Using propensity score methods to balance the program and 
comparison groups with respect to these earnings measures plus a number of other 
covariates, Dehejia and Wahba (1999) obtain impact estimates that are quite close to the 
experimental benchmark. Hence, they conclude that: 
 

“We apply propensity score methods to this composite dataset and demonstrate 
that, relative to the estimators that LaLonde evaluates, propensity score estimates 
of the treatment impact are much closer to the experimental benchmark”….. “This 
illustrates the importance of a sufficiently lengthy preintervention earnings history 
for training programs”….. “We conclude that when the treatment and comparison 
groups overlap, and when the variables determining assignment to treatment are 
observed, these methods provide a means to estimate the treatment impact” 
(Dehejia and Wahba, 1999, pp. 1053, 1061 and 1062). 
 
These encouraging findings and the plausible intuitive explanations offered for 

them have drawn widespread attention from the social science and evaluation research 
communities. This, in turn, has sparked many recent explorations and applications of 
propensity score methods, and was a principal motivation for the present paper.12      
 
 Counterpoint #2: Great expectations for propensity score methods may rest 
on a fragile empirical foundation. Smith and Todd (forthcoming) reanalyzed the data 
used by Dehejia and Wahba (1999) to assess the sensitivity of their findings. Based on 
their reanalysis, Smith and Todd argue that the favorable performance of propensity score 
methods documented by Dehejia and Wahba is an artifact of the sample they used. Smith 
and Todd conclude that: 
 

“We find little support for recent claims in the econometrics and statistics 
literatures that traditional, cross-sectional matching estimators generally provide a 
reliable method of evaluating social experiments (e.g. Dehejia and Wahba, 1998, 
1999). Our results show that program impact estimates generated through 
propensity score matching are highly sensitive to the choice of variables used in 

                                                 
12 Dehejia and Wahba (2002) provide a further analysis and discussion of these issues.  
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estimating the propensity scores and sensitive to the choice of analysis sample” 
(Smith and Todd, forthcoming, p.1).  
 

 To assess this response, consider the samples at issue. Originally, LaLonde (1986) 
used 297 program group members and 425 control group members for his analysis of 
adult males.13 This sample had only one year of baseline earnings data for all members. 
Dehejia and Wahba (1999) then applied two criteria to define a sub-sample of 185 
program group members and 260 control group members with two years of baseline 
earnings data. Because of concerns about one of these criteria, Smith and Todd 
(forthcoming) used a simpler approach to define a sub-sample of 108 program group 
members and 142 control group members with two years of baseline earnings data.  
 

Smith and Todd (forthcoming) then tested a broad range of new and existing 
propensity score methods on all three samples. They found that only for the Dehejia and 
Wahba (1999) sub-sample did propensity scores methods emulate the experimental 
findings. This casts doubt on the generalizability of the earlier results. 
 
 Note that all of the preceding National Supported Work findings are based on 
comparison groups drawn from national survey samples. The benefits of such comparison 
groups are their ready availability and low cost. However, they pose serious challenges 
from inherent mismatches in: (1) geography (and thus macro-environmental conditions), 
(2) socio-demographics (and thus, individual differences in background, motivation, 
ability, etc.), and often (3) data sources and measures. For these reasons, the remaining 
studies focus on comparison groups drawn from sources that are closer to home.      
 
 Findings Based on State Welfare-to-Work Demonstrations 
 
 Friedlander and Robins (1995) assessed alternative nonexperimental methods 
using data from a series of large-scale random assignment experiments conducted in four 
states to evaluate mandatory welfare-to-work programs. They focused on estimates of 
program impacts on employment during the third quarter and sixth through ninth quarters 
after random assignment.14 Their basic analytic strategy was to use experimental control 
groups from one location or time period as nonexperimental comparison groups for 
programs operated in other locations or time periods. They assessed the quality of 
program impact estimates using OLS regressions and a matching procedure based on 
Mahalanobis distance functions. They did not use propensity score matching.  
 

Friedlander and Robins’s (1995) focus on welfare recipients is directly relevant to 
a large and active field of evaluation research. Furthermore, their approach to choosing 
comparison groups emulates evaluation designs that have been used in the past and are 
candidates for future studies. However, they address an evaluation problem that may be 
easier than others to solve for two reasons. First, mandatory programs eliminate the role 

                                                 
13 LaLonde (1986) also focused on female AFDC recipients. Dehejia and Wahba (1999)—and then Smith 
and Todd (forthcoming)—focused only on adult males.  
14 The authors focus on employment rates instead of on earnings to avoid comparing earnings across areas 
with different standards of living.  
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of client self-selection and hence, the need to model this behavior. Second, welfare 
recipients are a fairly homogeneous group that may be easier than others to match.  

 
The comparison groups used by Friedlander and Robins (1995) were drawn from 

three sources: (1) earlier cohorts of welfare recipients from the same welfare offices, (2) 
welfare recipients from other offices in the same state, and (3) welfare recipients from 
other states. The impact estimate for each comparison group was compared to its 
experimental counterpart. In addition, specification tests of the type proposed by 
Heckman and Hotz (1989) were used to assess each method’s ability to eliminate 
baseline employment differences between the program and comparison groups.15  

 
The authors found that in-state comparison groups worked better than did out-of-

state comparison groups, although both were problematic. Furthermore, they found that 
the specification tests conducted did not adequately distinguish among good and bad 
estimators. Hence, they concluded that:  
 

 “The results of our study illustrate the risks involved in comparing the behavior 
of individuals residing in two different geographic areas. Comparisons across 
state lines are particularly problematic….. When we switched the comparison 
from across states to within a state we did note some improvement, but 
inaccuracies still remained….. Overall, the specification test was more effective 
in eliminating wildly inaccurate ‘outlier’ estimates than in pinpointing the most 
accurate nonexperimental estimates” (Friedlander and Robins, 1995, p. 935). 

 
 Findings Based on the Homemaker-Home Health Aide Demonstrations 
 
 Another way to construct nonexperimental comparison groups is to select 
individuals who applied for a program but did not participate. This strategy helps to 
match program and comparison group members on geography and individual 
characteristics. In addition, it helps to ensure comparable data on common measures.  
 
 Bell, Orr, Blomquist, and Cain (1995) tested this approach using data from the 
seven-state AFDC Homemaker-Home Health Aide Demonstrations. To do so, they 
compared experimental estimates of program impacts with those obtained from simple 
OLS regressions (without matching) based on comparison groups comprised of three 
types of program applicants: those who became withdrawals, those who became screen-
outs, and those who became no-shows.16  
 

Program impacts on average earnings for each of the first six years after random 
assignment were estimated for each comparison group. This made it possible to assess 
selection bias over a lengthy follow-up period. In addition, data were collected on staff 
assessments of applicant (and participant) suitability for the program. Because this 

                                                 
15 Friedlander and Robins (1995) note the inherent limitations of such tests.  
16 The use of no-shows and withdrawals to estimate program impacts was also considered in an earlier 
study of voluntary training programs (Cooley, McGuire, and Prescott, 1979). 
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suitability index was used to screen potential participants it provided a way to model 
participant selection and thus to reduce selection bias. 

 
 The authors found that impact estimates based on no-shows were the most 
accurate, those based on screen-outs were the next most accurate, and those based on 
withdrawals were the least accurate. In addition, the accuracy of estimates based on 
screen-outs improved over time, from being only slightly better than those for 
withdrawals at the beginning of the follow-up period to being almost as good as those for 
no-shows at the end. 
  
 To ground the interpretation of these findings in a public policy decision-making 
framework, the authors developed a Bayesian approach that addresses the question: How 
close is good enough for use in the actual evaluation of government programs? Applying 
this framework to their findings, they concluded that: 
 

 “On the basis of the evidence presented here, none of the applicant groups 
yielded estimates close enough to the experimental benchmark to justify the claim 
that it provides an adequate substitute for an experimental control group….. 
Nevertheless, there are several reasons for believing that the screen-out and no-
show groups could potentially provide a nonexperimental method for evaluating 
training programs that yields reliable and unbiased impact estimates….. We 
conclude that further tests of the methodology should be undertaken, using other 
experimental data sets” (Bell, Orr, Blomquist, and Cain, 1995, p. 109). 

 
 Findings Based on the National JTPA Study 
 
 James Heckman and his associates conducted the most comprehensive, detailed, 
and technically sophisticated assessment of nonexperimental impact estimation methods 
to date. Their analyses were based on a special data set constructed for the National JTPA 
Study and their findings were reported in numerous published and unpublished sources. 
Separate results are reported for each of four target groups of voluntary JTPA 
participants: adult men, adult women, male youth, and female youth. These results are 
summarized in Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd (1997, 1998) and Heckman, Ichimura, 
Smith, and Todd (1998).  
 
 Heckman and associates subjected a broad range of existing propensity score 
methods and econometric models to an extensive series of tests, both of their ability to 
emulate experimental findings and of the validity of their underlying assumptions. In 
addition they developed and tested extensions of these procedures, including: (1) “kernel-
based matching” and “local linear matching” that compare outcomes for experimental 
sample members to a weighted average of those for comparison group members, with 
weights set in accord with their similarity in propensity scores, and (2) various 
combinations of matching with econometric models, including a matched difference-in- 
differences (fixed-effects) estimator. 
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 The analytic approach to comparing nonexperimental and experimental methods 
taken by Heckman and associates differs from, but is consistent with, that taken by other 
researchers. Rather than comparing program impact estimates obtained from 
nonexperimental comparison groups with those based on experimental control groups, 
Heckman and associates compare outcomes for each comparison group with those for its 
control group counterpart. Doing so makes it possible to observe directly how well the 
nonexperimental comparison group emulates the experimental counterfactual using 
different statistical and econometric methods. 
 

This shift in focus enables the authors to decompose selection bias, as 
conventionally defined, into three fundamentally different and intuitively meaningful 
components: (1) bias due to experimental control group members with no observationally 
similar counterparts in the comparison group, and vice versa (comparing the “wrong 
people”), (2) bias due to differential representation of observationally similar people in 
the two groups (comparing the “right people in the wrong proportion”), and (3) bias due 
to unobserved differences between observationally similar people (the most difficult 
component to eliminate). These sources of bias had been recognized by previous 
researchers (for example, LaLonde, 1986 and Dehejia and Wahba, 1999), but Heckman 
and associates were the first to produce separate estimates of their effects.   
 
 Heckman and associates base their analyses on data from the four National JTPA 
Study sites noted earlier. In these sites, neighborhood surveys were fielded to collect 
baseline and follow-up information on samples of local residents who met the JTPA 
eligibility criteria but were not in the program. The benefits of using these eligible non-
participants (ENPs) for comparison groups are: (1) a geographic match to the 
experimental sample, (2) a similarity to the experimental sample in terms of program 
eligibility criteria, and (3) comparable data collection and measures for the two groups.  
 

Although ENPs were the primary source of comparison groups, Heckman and 
associates also studied comparison groups drawn from a national survey (the Survey of 
Income and Program Participation, SIPP), and comparison groups drawn from JTPA no-
shows in the four study sites. The outcome measure used to compare nonexperimental 
and experimental estimators was average earnings during the first 18 months after 
random assignment. 
 
 The main findings obtained by Heckman and associates, which tend to reinforce 
those obtained by previous researchers, are summarized below and then stated in the 
words of Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd (1997):  
 

• For the samples examined, most selection bias was due to “comparing the wrong 
people” and “comparing the right people in the wrong proportion.” Only a small 
fraction was due to unobserved individual differences, although these differences 
can be problematic.  

 
“We decompose the conventional measure of programme evaluation bias 
into several components and find that bias due to selection on 
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unobservables, commonly called selection bias in econometrics, is 
empirically less important than other components, although it is still a 
sizable fraction of the estimated programme impact” (p. 605). “A major 
finding of this paper is that comparing the incomparable…is a major 
source of evaluation bias” (p. 647). “Simple balancing of the observables 
in the participant and comparison group sample goes a long way toward 
producing a more effective evaluation strategy” (p. 607). 
  

• Choosing a comparison group from the same local labor market and with 
comparable measures from a common data source markedly improves program 
impact estimates.  

 
 “Placing nonparticipants in the same labour market as participants, 
administering both the same questionnaire and weighting their observed 
characteristics in the same way as that of participants, produces estimates 
of programme impacts that are fairly close to those produced from an 
experimental evaluation” (p. 646). 
 

• Baseline data on recent labor market experiences are important.  
 

“Several estimators perform moderately well for all demographic groups 
when data on recent labour market histories are included in estimating the 
probability of participation, but not when earnings histories or labour force 
histories are absent” (p. 608). 
 

• For the samples examined, the method that performed best overall was a 
difference-in-differences estimator conditioned on matched propensity scores.   

 
“We present a nonparametric conditional difference-in-differences 
extension of the method of matching that…is not rejected by our tests of 
identifying assumptions. This estimator is effective in eliminating bias, 
especially when it is due to temporally invariant omitted variables” (p. 
605). 
 

• The authors’ overall message is that good data and strong methods are both 
required for valid nonexperimental impact estimates. 

  
“This paper emphasizes the interplay between data and method. Both 
matter in evaluating the impact of training on earnings….. The 
effectiveness of any econometric estimator is limited by the quality of the 
data to which it is applied, and no programme evaluation method ‘works’ 
in all settings” (p. 607). 
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 Findings from Cross-Study Comparisons through Meta-Analysis 
 
 A second way to compare experimental and nonexperimental impact estimates is 
to summarize and contrast findings from a series of both types of studies. This approach 
grows out of the field of meta-analysis, a term coined by Gene Glass (1976) for a 
systematic quantitative method of synthesizing results from multiple primary studies on a 
common topic. A central concern for meta-analysis is the quality of studies being 
synthesized and an important criterion of quality is whether or not random assignment 
was used. Hence, a number of meta-analyses, beginning with Smith, Glass, and Miller 
(1980), have compared findings from experimental and nonexperimental studies. The 
results of these comparisons are mixed, however (Heinsman and Shadish, 1996, p. 155). 
 
 The most extensive such comparison is a “meta-analysis of meta-analyses” 
conducted by Lipsey and Wilson (1993) to synthesize past research on the effectiveness 
(impacts) of psychological, educational, and behavior treatments. As part of their 
analysis, they compare the means and standard deviations of experimental and 
nonexperimental impact estimates from 74 meta-analyses for which findings from both 
types of studies were available. This comparison (which represents hundreds of primary 
studies) indicates virtually no difference in the mean effect estimated by experimental 
and nonexperimental studies.17 However, the standard deviation of these estimates is 
somewhat larger for nonexperimental studies than for experimental ones.18 In addition, 
the authors find that some of the meta-analyses they review report a large difference 
between the average experimental and nonexperimental impact estimates for a given type 
of treatment.  Because these differences are equally frequently positive or negative, they 
cancel out across the 74 meta-analyses, and thus across the treatments represented. The 
authors interpret these findings to mean that:  
 

“These various comparisons do not indicate that it makes no difference to the 
validity of treatment effect estimates if a primary study uses random versus 
nonrandom assignment. What these comparisons do indicate is that there is no 
strong pattern or bias in the direction of the difference made by lower quality 
methods….. In some treatment areas, therefore nonrandom designs (relative to 
random) tend to strongly underestimate effects, and in others, they tend to 
strongly overestimate effects” (Lipsey and Wilson, 1993, p. 1193). 
 
Implications for the Present Study 

 
 The preceding findings highlight important issues to be addressed by the present 
study, in terms of nonexperimental methods to assess and ways to assess them. With 
respect to selecting methods to assess, it appears important to have:  
 

                                                 
17 The estimated mean effect size (a standardized measure of treatment impact) was 0.46 for random 
assignment studies and 0.41 for other types of studies (Lipsey and Wilson, 1993, Table 2, p. 1192).  
18 The standard deviation was 0.36 for nonexperimental estimates versus 0.28 for experimental estimates 
(Lipsey and Wilson, 1993, Table 2, p. 1192).  
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• Local comparison groups of individuals from the same or similar labor markets 
(Bell, Orr, Blomquist, and Cain, 1995; Friedlander and Robins, 1995; Heckman, 
Ichimura, and Todd, 1997), 

 
• Comparable outcome measures from a common data source (Heckman, Ichimura, 

and Todd, 1997), 
 
• Longitudinal data on baseline earnings (Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997 and 

Dehejia and Wahba, 1999), preferably with information on recent changes in 
employment status (Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997), 

 
• A nonparametric way to chose comparison group members that are 

observationally similar to program group members and eliminate those that are 
not (Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997 and Dehejia and Wahba, 1999). 

 
With respect to assessing these methods, it appears important to: 

 
• Replicate the assessment for as many samples and situations as possible. To date, 

only a small number of random assignment experiments have been used to assess 
nonexperimental methods for evaluating employment and training programs. And 
most of the studies in this literature are based on the experiences of a few hundred 
people from one experiment that was conducted almost three decades ago — the 
National Supported Work Demonstration. Thus, it is important to build a broader 
and more current base of evidence. 

 
• Conduct the assessment for a follow-up period that is as long as possible. 

Because employment and training programs are a substantial investment in human 
capital, it is important to measure their returns over an adequately long time 
frame. The policy relevance of doing so is evidenced by the strong interest in the 
long-term follow-up findings reported recently for several major experiments 
(Hotz, Imbens, and Klerman, 2000 and Hamilton, et al., 2001)  

 
• Consider a broad range of matching and modeling procedures. Statisticians, 

econometricians, and evaluation methodologists have developed many different 
approaches for measuring program impacts, and the debates over these 
approaches are heated and complex. Thus, it is important for any new analysis to 
fully address the many points at issue.  

 
• Use a summary measure that accounts for the possibility that large biases for any 

given study may cancel out across multiple studies. The meta-analyses described 
above indicate that biases that are problematic for a given evaluation may cancel-
out across many evaluations. Thus, to assess nonexperimental methods it is 
important to use a summary statistic, like the mean absolute bias, that does not 
mask such problems. 
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The Present Study 
 

 As explained in the next chapter, the present study measures the selection bias 
resulting from nonexperimental comparison group methods by assessing their ability to 
match findings from a series of random assignment experiments. These experiments were 
part of the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS) conducted by 
MDRC and funded by the US Department of Health and Human Services. This six-state, 
seven-site study provides rich and extensive baseline information plus outcome data for 
an unusually long five-year follow-period for a number of large experimental samples.  
 

The basic strategy used to construct nonexperimental comparison groups for each 
experimental site was to draw on control group members from the other sites. Applying 
this strategy (used by Friedlander and Robins, 1995) to the NEWWS data made it 
possible to assess a wide range of nonexperimental impact estimators for different 
comparison group sources, analytic methods, baseline data configurations, and follow-up 
periods. As noted earlier, there are two equivalent approaches for assessing these 
estimators. 

 
One approach compares the nonexperimental comparison group impact estimate 

for a given program group with its benchmark experimental impact estimate obtained 
using the control group. Doing so measures the extent to which the nonexperimental 
method misses the experimental impact estimate. The second approach compares the 
predicted outcome for the nonexperimental comparison group with the observed outcome 
for the experimental control group, using whatever statistical methods would have been 
applied for the program impact estimate. Doing so measures the extent to which the 
nonexperimental method misses the experimental counterfactual.  

 
Because the experimental impact estimate is just the difference between the 

observed outcome for the program group (the outcome) and that for the control group 
(the counterfactual), the only difference between the experimental and nonexperimental 
impact estimates is the difference in their estimates of the counterfactual. Hence, the 
observed differences in the experimental and nonexperimental impact estimates equals 
the observed difference in their corresponding estimates of the counterfactual.19 

 
To simplify the analysis, the present study focuses directly on the ability of 

nonexperimental comparison group methods to emulate experimental counterfactuals. It 
thus compares nonexperimental comparison group outcomes with their control group 
counterparts (the approach used by Heckman and associates). 
  

                                                 
19 To see this point, consider its implications for program impact estimates obtained from a simple 
difference of mean outcomes. The experimental impact estimate would equal the difference between the 
mean outcome for the program group and that for the experimental control group (Yp - Ycx). The 
nonexperimental impact estimate would equal the difference between the mean outcome for the program 
group and that for the nonexperimental comparison group (Yp – Ycnx). The resulting difference between 
these two estimates [(Yp – Ycnx) -(Yp - Ycx) ] simplifies to (Ycx – Ycnx). 
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 A final important feature of the present study is the fact that it is based on a 
mandatory program. The participant selection processes for such programs differ in 
important ways from those for programs that are voluntary. Indeed, one might argue that 
because participant self-selection, which is an integral part of the intake process for 
voluntary programs, does not exist for mandatory programs, it might be easier to solve 
the problem of selection bias for mandatory programs. Thus, one must be careful when 
trying to generalize findings from the present analysis beyond the experience base that 
produced them. 
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Chapter 2 
 

The Empirical Basis for the Findings 
 

 Chapter 1 introduced our study and reviewed the results of previous related 
research, which suggests that the sample, data, and methods used for nonexperimental 
impact estimators are all crucial to their success. This chapter describes how we explored 
these issues empirically. 
 
The Setting 
 
 Mandatory Welfare-to-Work Programs 
 
 The programs we examined operated under the rules of the Job Opportunity and 
Basic Skills (JOBS) program of the Family Support Act of 1988 (FSA).  Under JOBS, all 
single-parent welfare recipients whose youngest child was 3 or older (or 1 or older at a 
state’s discretion) were required to participate in a welfare-to-work program. This 
mandatory aspect of the programs distinguishes them from voluntary job training 
programs such as National Supported Work (NSW), or the Job Training Partnership Act 
(JTPA), which were the basis for most past tests of nonexperimental methods (e.g. 
LaLonde, 1986; Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997, 1998; Dehejia and Wahba, 1999; 
and Smith and Todd, forthcoming). 
 
 Each state’s JOBS program was required to offer adult education, job skills 
training, job readiness activities, and job development and placement services. States also 
were required to provide at least two of the following services: job search assistance, 
work supplementation, on-the-job training, and community work experience. To help 
welfare recipients take advantage of these services, states were required to provide 
subsidies for child care, transportation, and work-related expenses. In addition, 
transitional Medicaid and child care benefits were offered to parents who left welfare for 
work. 
 
 The JOBS program was designed to help states reach hard-to-serve people who 
sometimes fell through the cracks of earlier programs. Thus, states were required to 
spend at least 55 percent of JOBS resources on potential long-term welfare recipients or 
on members of more disadvantaged groups, including those who had received welfare in 
36 of the prior 60 months, those who were custodial parents under age 24 without a high 
school diploma or GED, those who had little work experience, and those who were 
within two years of losing eligibility for welfare because their youngest child was 16 or 
older. 
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 The NEWWS Programs Examined   
 
 The National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS) was a study of 
eleven mandatory welfare-to-work programs that were created or adapted to fit the 
provisions of JOBS. The eleven NEWWS programs were operated in seven different 
metropolitan areas, or sites:  Portland, Oregon; Riverside, California; Oklahoma City, 
Oklahoma; Detroit, Michigan; Grand Rapids, Michigan; Columbus, Ohio; and Atlanta, 
Georgia. Four sites ran two different programs. Atlanta, Grand Rapids, and Riverside ran 
both job-search-first programs that emphasized quick attachment to jobs, and education-
first programs that emphasized basic education and training before job search. Columbus 
tested two versions of case management. In one version, different staff members checked 
benefit eligibility and managed program participation. The second version combined 
these responsibilities for each welfare case manager (Hamilton and Brock, 1994 and 
Hamilton, et al., 2001).  
 
 Our analysis includes six of these seven sites: sample members from Columbus 
were not included because two years of baseline earnings data were not available.  Dates 
for random assignment to program and control groups varied across and within the 
NEWWS sites, as shown in Table 2.1. For five of the six sites in our analysis, random 
assignment took place at the JOBS program orientation. At one site, Oklahoma City, 
random assignment occurred at the income maintenance office when individuals applied 
for welfare. Thus, some sample members from Oklahoma City never attended a JOBS 
orientation and some never received welfare payments (Hamilton, et al., 2001).  
 

Table 2.1 
 

NEWWS Random Assignment Dates and Sample Sizes  
for Females with at Least Two Years of Earnings Data Prior to Random Assignment 

 

 
Start of Random 

Assignment 
 End of Random 

Assignment 

Site Quarter Year  Quarter Year 

Number of 
Program 
Group 

Members 

Number of 
Control 
Group 

Members 

Oklahoma City, OK 3 1991  2 1993 3,952 4,015 

Detroit, MI 2 1992  2 1994 2,139 2,142 

Riverside, CA 2 1991  2 1993 4,431 2,960 

Grand Rapids, MI 3 1991  1 1994 2,966 1,390 

Portland, OR 1 1993  4 1994 1,776 1,347 

Atlanta, GA 1 1992  2 1994 3,673 1,875 
 
Note:  The Columbus, Ohio NEWWS site was not included in our analysis because two years of baseline 
earnings data were not available for Columbus sample members. 
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The Samples 
 
 Our analysis includes only randomized-out control group members — not 
program group members — from NEWWS. It compares (1) control group members from 
subsets of local welfare offices in the same site or state and (2) control group members 
across states. 
 
 Control Group Members Only 
 
 As noted in Chapter 1, two equivalent strategies can be used to compare 
nonexperimental comparison group methods with their experimental counterparts from 
the same study. One strategy compares experimental and nonexperimental impact 
estimates and thus includes program group members. The other strategy compares 
experimental and nonexperimental estimates of the counterfactual and thus excludes 
program group members. 
 
 To simplify our discussion we adopted the second approach, which uses control 
group members from one site or set of sites to emulate the counterfactual for a control 
group at another site. If there were no difference between the statistically adjusted 
outcomes for the two sets of control group members, there would be no bias if the 
nonexperimental comparison group had been used to estimate program impacts. If there 
were a difference in these outcomes, it would represent the bias produced by the 
comparison group estimator.    
  
 While this assessment strategy is straightforward, references to “control” groups 
in our discussion can be confusing because all individuals included are control group 
members. In each comparison, we therefore refer to the group forming one half of the 
comparison as the “control” group and to the group forming the other half of the 
comparison as the “comparison” group.  
 
 In-State Comparison Groups 
   
 The first part of our analysis examines control groups and comparison groups that 
are from different welfare-to-work offices in the same state — usually the same county. 
Such “local” or proximate comparison groups are potentially promising for at least two 
reasons. First, previous research suggests that they are more likely than others to face 
similar job markets (e.g., Friedlander and Robins 1995 and Heckman, Ichimura, and 
Todd, 1997, 1998).1 Second, evaluators may find it easier to collect data from the same or 
a nearby location. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1 Friedlander and Robins (1995) assessed two kinds of in-state comparisons:  one that compares different 
offices in the same site and another that compares early and late cohorts from the same offices. Our in-state 
analysis is similar to their first approach. We did not test their second approach because there was no way 
to emulate how it would be used in practice. 
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 Table 2.2 lists the local welfare offices and their experimental control group 
sample sizes for each NEWWS site in our analysis. In the four sites with multiple offices 
(Oklahoma City, Detroit, Riverside, and Portland), these offices were aggregated into one 
control group and one comparison group per site. To do so, natural clusters were formed 
wherever possible. Thus, in Oklahoma City, offices in more rural counties were 
aggregated to create the control group, while those from the county including the central 
city constituted the comparison group. Detroit had only two offices, the larger of which 
was chosen as the comparison group. In Riverside, sample members from the City of 
Riverside constituted the control group while those from other parts of the county 
constituted the comparison group. In Portland, we divided the control and comparison 
groups by county. 
 
 This process provided four analyses of in-state comparison groups. A fifth 
analysis compared Grand Rapids and Detroit. Table 2.3 lists the offices and sample sizes 
involved. Additional in-state analyses could have been produced by different 
combinations of local offices at each site or by redefining its “control” group as the 
“comparison” group and vice versa.  However, we restricted our in-state analysis to the 
five comparisons listed in order to produce fully independent replications. Note that 
although our in-state comparison groups were geographically close to their control group 
counterparts some of them probably reflect different labor markets and thus may have 
different “site effects,” which are very difficult to control for.   
 
 Out-of-State and Multi-State Comparison Groups 
   
 While previous research suggests that local comparison groups produce the least 
bias, comparison groups from another state or from a national survey sample may be 
most feasible or least costly for some evaluations. We examined two types of such 
comparison groups. 
 
 The first type, which we refer to as out-of-state comparison groups, uses the entire 
control group from one site as a comparison group for the entire control group in another 
site. Fifteen such comparisons were possible.2  Because we included Grand Rapids versus 
Detroit in the in-state comparisons, this left a total of 14 comparisons.

                                                 
2 For each pair of sites, only one of the two possible permutations was used. For example, in comparing 
Riverside and Portland, Riverside was used as the control group and Portland was used as the comparison 
group, but not vice-versa. Estimates of bias for statistical methods that do not use propensity scores 
(difference of means, OLS regressions, fixed-effects models, and random-growth models) are identical for 
the two permutations of each site pair, differing only in sign. Estimates of bias for all other statistical 
methods may not be identical in magnitude for each site pair, but should yield similar results.  
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Table 2.3 
 

In-State Control and Comparison Group Descriptions and Sample Sizes  
for Females with at Least Two Years of Earnings Data Prior to Random Assignment 

 
Control group Comparison group Control / Comparison 

Group Name Office Names Sample 
Size Office Names Sample 

Size 

1. Oklahoma City Rural / 
Oklahoma City Central Cleveland, 

Pottawatomie 831 
Southwest City, 
Southeast City,  

Central City 
3,184 

2. Detroit Fullerton / 
Detroit Hamtramck Fullerton 955 Hamtramck 1,187 

3. Riverside City / 
Riverside County Riverside 1,459 Hemet, Rancho, Elsinore 1,501 

4. Grand Rapids / Detroit Grand Rapids 1,390 Fullerton, Hamtramck 2,142 

5. Portland West / Portland 
East and North West Office 328 East Office,  

North Office 1,019 

  

 The first step in defining our out-of-state comparisons was to choose one site at 
random (Riverside) as the first control group. Each of the remaining five sites was then 
used as a nonexperimental comparison group for Riverside. The next step was to choose 
one of the remaining sites at random (Portland) as the second comparison group. Each of 
the four sites that still remained was then used as a nonexperimental comparison group 
for Portland. This process was repeated until the final out-of-state comparison, Atlanta 
versus Oklahoma City, was chosen.  
 
 For the second type of comparison groups, which we refer to as multi-state 
comparison groups, we used each of the six sites as a control group for one replication, 
and combined the other five sites into a composite comparison group for that replication. 
This approach pools information on clients across states, which may be particularly 
useful for some nonexperimental methods. 
 
Potential “Site Effects” 
 
 Each of the analytic strategies that we examine is potentially subject to bias from 
“site effects” that are unique to a specific control group or comparison group. These 
effects may be driven by different economic environments, different access to services, or 
different points of random assignment. For example, Atlanta, Grand Rapids, Oklahoma 
City, and Portland experienced moderate levels of unemployment between 1991 and 
1996, whereas Detroit and Riverside experienced higher levels (Hamilton, et al., 2001). 
The nonexperimental methods that we, and others, examine may be successful at 
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identifying similar sample members or controlling for differences in their observable 
individual characteristics. However, they may not be well suited to correcting for site 
effects.3 Thus, if site effects are important for the types of comparison groups to which an 
evaluator would have access (which may vary from application to application), it may be 
difficult for the methods tested to produce accurate program impact estimates. 
 
The Data 
  
 Data for our analysis come from state unemployment insurance records and 
administrative records maintained by state or local welfare and program offices.4 
 
 Earnings and Employment 
 
 State unemployment insurance (UI) records provide information on quarterly 
earnings and employment for each of our sample members. Quarterly earnings data are 
available for the five-year follow-up period after each sample member’s quarter of 
random assignment. It is also available for a two-year pre-random-assignment baseline 
period for all sample members and a three-year baseline period for many sample 
members. Quarterly earnings were converted to 1996 dollars using the CPI-U index 
(Economic Report of the President, 2000). 
 
 The top panel of Table 2.4 summarizes the baseline earnings and employment 
experiences of our in-state control and comparison groups. Table 2.5 summarizes this 
information for the out-of-state groups.5 These tables also list average annual earnings for 
a short-run follow-up period (the first two years after random assignment) and a medium-
run follow-up period (the third through fifth years after random assignment). Graphs of 
quarterly baseline and follow-up earnings are presented in Chapter 3.  

                                                 
3 Hollister and Hill (1995) discuss the problems of dealing with site effects at the community level. 
4 Information on AFDC and food stamp receipt was also available through administrative records. 
5 The differences between pairs of means in these tables were not tested for statistical significance. 
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Oklahoma 
City Detroit Riverside

Grand 
Rapids Portland Atlanta

Earnings and Employment

1,626         1,017         2,657          2,085         1,611         2,063         

1.03           0.70           1.08            1.28           0.98           0.99           

1,858         2,040         2,336          2,484         2,517         2,680         

3,098         5,369         3,809          5,392         5,037         4,895         

Age (in years) 27.7 29.8 31.4 27.9 29.9 32.5

Race/Ethnicity (%)
White 57.7 10.2 51.2 48.1 71.8 4.1
Black 30.1 88.2 16.9 40.9 18.4 94.5
Hispanic 4.7 0.9 28.3 8.1 3.6 0.7
Other 7.6 0.7 3.6 2.9 6.2 0.7

Received High School diploma or GED (%) 54.3 56.4 63.8 59.3 62.6 61.2

Never Married (%) 36.3 69.2 34.1 58.3 50.5 60.7

Number of Children (%)
One 50.8 43.2 38.8 45.6 36.1 36.0
Two 30.2 30.0 32.6 35.8 33.4 33.8
Three or more 18.9 26.8 28.6 18.6 30.4 30.3

Has a Child Younger than 5 years (%) 66.5 65.2 58.1 69.2 70.9 43.2

Sample size 4,015 2,142 2,960 1,390 1,347 1,875

Note:  Sample sizes correspond to the combined sample sizes for each site shown in Table 2.2 in the column "With Two Years of Prior 
Earnings."

Average annual earnings in years 3, 4, and 5 
after random assignment (1996 $)

Demographic Characteristics

Table 2.5

Selected Characteristics of Female Sample Members

Characteristic

Average annual earnings in years 1 and 2 after 
random assignment (1996 $)

with at Least Two Years of Earnings Data Prior to Random Assignment

Average annual earnings in two years prior to 
random assignment (1996 $)

Average annual quarters employed in two years 
prior to random assignment

by Site for Out-of-State Comparisons
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 Demographic Characteristics 
 
 Data on clients’ background characteristics were collected by welfare caseworkers 
at the time of random assignment. This information included, among other things, 
education level, prior work experience, number and age of children, plus race and 
ethnicity. The bottom panels of Tables 2.4 and 2.5 summarize these characteristics for 
control and comparison group members.6  Note that in Table 2.4 the characteristics of 
each site’s control group is presented first, followed by the characteristics of its 
comparison group.  
 
 For in-state comparisons, Table 2.4 indicates that the average ages of control and 
comparison group members are similar. Their racial and ethnic backgrounds differ, 
however. For example, the Oklahoma City control group has few blacks (8.0 percent) in 
contrast to its comparison group (35.8 percent). This may reflect the rural versus urban 
locations of these groups. Similarly, the Detroit control group has relatively more blacks 
than its comparison group (98.1 percent versus 80.1 percent). In-state control and 
comparison groups also differ with respect to their marital status and their percentage 
with a high school diploma or GED. 
 

Table 2.5 lists demographic characteristics of each full control group used in the 
out-of-state comparisons. As can be seen, the Detroit and Atlanta sites had relatively 
more blacks, while Riverside had relatively more Hispanics. Atlanta and Riverside had 
the oldest sample members, on average, but differed markedly in the percentage of their 
sample members who had never been married (34.1 percent in Riverside and 60.7 percent 
in Atlanta). Detroit had the highest rate of never-married sample members (69.2 percent). 
Family size, too, varied across sites, with Oklahoma City and Grand Rapids having the 
smallest families, on average.  
 
The Methods 
 
 Our first step in assessing nonexperimental comparison group methods was to 
calculate a simple difference in mean outcomes for each in-state, out-of-state, and multi-
state control/comparison group pair. This represents the raw bias that would exist if no 
statistical adjustment were used.  
 
 Bias estimates were then made for each pair using selected combinations of the 
following statistical adjustment methods: OLS regression, propensity score sub-
classification and one-to-one matching, fixed-effects models, random-growth models, 
and least squares regression weighted by a function of propensity scores. These are the 
methods used most frequently by previous research on nonexperimental methods. We 
also report findings for several methods that combine propensity scores balancing, with 
fixed-effects and random-growth models. In addition, we also estimated Heckman 
selection models that adjust OLS regressions for unobserved covariates. Findings for the 

                                                 
6 The lower panels of Tables 2.4 and 2.5 present the demographic covariates used for the regression models 
described later in this chapter.  
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Heckman selection model are presented only in Appendix C, since identification of the 
model was extremely weak.  
 
 Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)  
 
 Ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions specify the outcome measure as a 
function of program status plus a series of covariates.7 Nonlinearities can be specified 
through higher-order terms (squares, cubes, etc.) and interactions can be specified 
through cross products of covariates. When past measures of the outcome are included as 
covariates, the regression specification is often referred to as an autoregressive model 
(Ashenfelter, 1978). Our OLS regressions had the following specification:  
  
 ∑ ∑∑ +++++=

j m
iimm

j
ijjijjii XWZCY εδγβλα      [2-1] 

 Where  
 
  Yi = earnings for sample member i 
  Ci = 1 if the sample member is in the control group and 0 if she is in 

the comparison group 
   Zij = earnings in the jth quarter prior to random assignment for sample 

member i 
   Wij = 1 if the sample member was employed in the jth quarter before 

random assignment and 0 otherwise   
   Xim = the mth background characteristic for sample member i.  
 
 The parameter λ in Equation 2-1 provides an estimate of the selection bias. 
 

Propensity Score Balancing Methods 
 

 Two types of propensity score balancing methods were used: sub-classification 
and one-to-one matching with replacement. These methods eliminate comparison group 
members that are very different from control group members.  Some researchers (Dehejia 
and Wahba, 1999, for example) argue that this feature of propensity score methods 
provides a model specification check — a point that we will return to in Chapters 3 and 4. 
Other versions of propensity score matching were not explored because recent research 
suggests that the version used might not make all that much difference (Zhao, 2000). For 
the same reason, other methods of matching such as those based on a Mahalanobis 
distance function were not used. 
 

Sub-classification approaches group all sample members into subclasses with 
similar propensity scores. The difference between control group and comparison group 
outcomes for each subclass provides an estimate of its bias. The bias for the full sample is 
then estimated as a weighted average of those for the subclasses.   

 

                                                 
7 Heckman and Hotz (1989) estimate a similar model, which they refer to as a linear control function. 
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The intuition for this approach is as follows. Because propensity scores are more 
similar within subclasses than across the full sample, covariates tend to be better balanced 
within subclasses. Thus, when computing estimates for each subclass, more similar 
individuals are being compared than would be the case for the full control group and 
comparison group.  
 
 The first step in this process was to estimate a logistic regression of the factors 
predicting membership in the control group — as opposed to the comparison group — 
from the pooled sample for the two groups. This model was then used to convert the 
individual characteristics of each sample member to her propensity score.  
 
 The next step in the process was to create subclasses of sample members with 
similar propensity scores. This step began with the creation of five subclasses based on 
the quintile distribution of control group propensity scores. Comparison group members 
whose propensity scores were outside of this range were dropped from further 
consideration and the rest were placed in their appropriate subclass. All control group 
members were kept in the analysis. 
 
 As a specification test, the following regression model was estimated to check 
whether the background characteristics of control group members and comparison group 
members were properly “balanced” (matched) in each subclass. 
 
  ∑ ∑∑ ++++=

j m
iimm

j
ijjijji XWZC εδγβα     [2-2] 

 
  Where variables are defined as in Equation 2-1. 
 
 The parameter βj indicates whether earnings in the jth baseline quarter predict 
control group membership, the parameter γj indicates whether employment status in the 
jth baseline quarter predicts control group membership, and the parameter δm indicates 
whether the mth demographic characteristic predicts control group membership. The 
overall F-test for the model tests the joint null hypothesis that all of its parameters are 
zero except for the intercept. This implies that the mean values for all variables in the 
model are the same (balanced) for the control group and comparison group. 
 
 If the specification test indicated that a subclass was not balanced (the parameters in 
the model for it were jointly significantly different from zero at the 10 percent level), it 
was subdivided further and tested for balance again. For example, if the bottom quintile 
was unbalanced, it was split in half. Unbalanced subclasses were divided again until 
either (1) all were balanced; or (2) at least one was unbalanced, but further sub-dividing it 
would result in a subclass with fewer than 10 control group members or 10 comparison 
group members. 
 
 If subclasses remained unbalanced, the process was begun again by re-estimating 
the logistic regression on the full sample after adding higher-order terms, interactions, or 
both. To help choose terms to add, the t-statistics on coefficient estimates for the 
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unbalanced subclass regressions were examined. If a single variable had a large t-statistic, 
its square was added to the logistic regression. If a few variables had large t-statistics, 
their squares and/or interactions were added.  
 
 Having estimated the new logistic regression, the remainder of the process was 
repeated: a propensity score was computed for each sample member, subclasses were 
formed based on the control group quintile distribution of these scores, comparison group 
members were placed in their appropriate subclasses, the subclasses were checked for 
balance, and unbalanced subclasses were subdivided until balance was achieved or the 
minimum size subclass was reached. 
 
 If needed, this process was repeated several times until balance was achieved. If 
balance could not be achieved for a control/comparison group pair, no attempt was made 
to estimate its bias, because it did not pass the specification test required in order to use 
the propensity score estimator.8 
 
 For comparisons where balance was achieved, selection bias was then estimated for 
each subclass by regressing follow-up earnings for each sample member on the covariates 
used in the initial logistic specification plus an indicator variable denoting whether she 
was in the control or comparison group.9 The mean bias for the full sample was estimated 
as a weighted average of the estimated coefficient on the control group indicator variable 
for each subclass. Subclass weights were set equal to the proportion of all control group 

members in the subclass. In symbols, the estimated bias was k

K

k
kw λ∑

=1
where K is the 

number of subclasses, wk is the proportion of control group members in subclass k, and λk 
is the estimated bias for that subclass. 
 

One-to-one matching chooses for each control group member the comparison 
group member with the closest estimated propensity score.10 Hence, each control group 
member defines a subclass that is a matched pair. The difference in outcomes for each 
matched pair is computed and the mean across all pairs represents the average bias. 
Although the mechanics of matching differ from those of sub-classification, their 
rationales are the same: comparing outcomes for people with similar propensity scores 
facilitates the comparison of outcomes for people with similar covariates. In this way 
covariates are balanced. 

                                                 
8 In general, balance was much easier to achieve for the in-state comparisons than for the out-of-state 
comparisons.  For in-state comparisons, splitting the sample into five to seven subclasses resulted in 
balance for all except one group (Detroit), where two interaction terms were also added.  For the out-of-
state and multi-state comparisons, dividing the sample into six to eight subclasses usually resulted in 
balance. One comparison required eleven subclasses to achieve balance. For less than half of the 
comparisons, the addition of a few higher-order terms or interaction terms resulted in balance (age-squared 
was one of the most effective terms). In some cases, balance could not be achieved.  
9 An age-squared covariate also was included in this model. 
10 Alternative versions of this procedure vary with respect to whether or not they: (1) allow comparison 
group members to be matched with more than one control group member (use matching with replacement), 
or (2) allow more than comparison group member to be matched with each control group member (use one-
to-many matching).     
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 The matching procedure for a given comparison started with the propensity scores 
computed from the final logistic regression used to balance the subclasses. These scores 
were used to choose a comparison group member that best matched each control group 
member (i.e. had the closest estimated propensity score). If several comparison group 
members matched a given control group member equally well then one was chosen 
randomly. If a given comparison group member was the best match for more than one 
control group member, she was used in all cases (that is, matching was done with 
replacement). If a comparison group member was not a best match for any control group 
member, she was dropped from the analysis. Thus some comparison group members 
were used more than once and others were not used at all. All control group members 
were matched to a comparison group member. 
 
 Matching with replacement may result in less precision than matching without 
replacement because of the reduced sample size produced by using some comparison 
group members more than once. The gain of doing so, however, is a better potential 
match and thus less bias. Nevertheless, in practice, the difference between the two 
approaches is often small (Zhao, 2000). 
 
 Once matching was complete, the resulting bias was estimated in a way similar to 
Equation 2-1, using only matched sample members. Each comparison group member was 
included in the regression as many times as she was used for a match. To account for this, 

the variance of the bias estimate was computed as ]2/)11[(*
1

22 ∑
=

+
m

j
jk

n
se  where kj is the 

number of times that the jth comparison group member was matched to a control group 
member, m is the number of comparison group members in the analysis, and se is the 
standard error of the estimated bias from the regression (see Appendix A). Note that if 
k=1 (i.e., no comparison group member is used more than once) the variance equals se2. 
 
 Other Nonexperimental Methods Assessed 
 
 Fixed-effects models use observed past behavior to control for unobserved 
individual differences that do not change during the analysis period (e.g. Bassi, 1984 and 
Hsiao, 1990). This strategy removes unobserved fixed effects by computing sample 
members’ baseline-to-follow-up changes in the outcome measure. Bias is then estimated 
as the difference between the mean change in the outcome for the control group and 
comparison group, as in Equation 2-3:11  
 
  i

m
imm

j
ijjiisit XWCYY εδγλα ++++=− ∑∑    [2-3] 

where period t is a follow-up period and period s is a baseline period. Earnings in both 
periods were measured as annual averages. 
 

                                                 
11 This approach is often referred to as a difference-in-differences estimator.  
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 The period just before random assignment often represents a temporary decline in 
earnings (Ashenfelter, 1978 refers to this as a “pre-program dip”). Thus, it might not be 
appropriate to control for these earnings. For example, the fact that sample members in 
all but Oklahoma City were on welfare at random assignment suggests that many may 
have experienced a recent temporary earnings loss. To account for this, we estimated two 
fixed-effects models. For the first model, Yis was set equal to sample members’ average 
annual earnings during the two years before random assignment. For the second model, 
Yis was set equal to their annual earnings during the second year before random 
assignment. Because both estimates were quite similar, we report those using two 
baseline years. 
 
 Findings for three applications of fixed-effect models are presented in Chapter 3. 
The first application uses all sample members for each control group and comparison 
group pair. The second and third applications use fixed-effects estimation (with isit YY −  
as the dependent variable) for a sample that was balanced using propensity score sub-
classification or one-to-one matching (as recommended by Heckman, Ichimura, and 
Todd, 1997 and Smith and Todd, forthcoming).  
 

Random-growth models take fixed-effects models a step further by accounting 
for unobserved individual differences that change at a fixed rate over time during the 
analysis period. To do so, these models specify a separate time path for each sample 
member’s outcome. The simplest such model is a linear time path with individual 
intercepts and slopes (e.g., Bloom and McLaughlin, 1982; Ashenfelter and Card, 1985; 
and Heckman and Hotz, 1989). More complex random-growth models have become 
increasingly popular with the advent of software for estimating them, such as hierarchical 
linear modeling (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002), and with the increased availability of 
longitudinal datasets to support them.  

 
At least two baseline observations and one follow-up observation on the outcome 

measure are required to estimate a linear random-growth model. This information makes 
it possible to control for each sample member’s random-growth path by comparing the 
“second difference” of the outcome measures for the control and comparison groups. The 
bias in this procedure is estimated as the difference between the control and comparison 
groups’ change in the rate of change of the outcome over time.  

 
Equation 2-4 represents a random-growth model:  

 
  it

m
imm

j
itjitiiit XWCtY εδγλφφ +++++= ∑∑21    [2-4] 

where φ1i and φ2i are the intercept and slope of person i’s underlying earnings trend.12 To 
estimate this model involves computing changes in the rate of change in the outcome 
from the baseline period to the follow-up period.13 

                                                 
12 Short-run bias of the random-growth model was estimated from the following regression:  
(yi,SR – yi,-1) – 1.75* (yi,-1 – yi,-2 ) =α + λCi+ ΣγjWij + ΣδmXim + εit. An analogous expression was used to 
estimate medium-run bias (see Appendix A). 
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 Propensity-score weighted least squares uses propensity scores to balance 
covariates in a different way. Each control group member receives a weight of one and 
each comparison group member receives a weight of p/(1-p), where p is the estimated 
propensity score (Hirano, Imbens, and Ridder, 2000). The difference between the 
weighted mean outcome for the control group and comparison group represents the bias 
produced by this method. 

 
The procedure realigns the comparison group so that its weighted distribution of 

propensity scores equals that for the control group, which in turn, equalizes their 
weighted distributions of covariates.14 Consider a subgroup with a given set of 
characteristics. Suppose that 90 percent of the members of this subgroup were in the 
control group so that its propensity score would be 0.9 for all members. Each control 
group member in the subgroup would receive a weight of 1, and each comparison group 
member would receive a weight of 0.9/(1-0.9) or 9. This would equalize the total weight 
of the subgroup in the control group and comparison group.  

  
Research Protocol 
 
 One potential threat to the validity of tests of nonexperimental methods is that 
researchers know the right answer in advance. Researchers who compare 
nonexperimental impact estimates to those from an experiment know the experimental 
estimate. Researchers who compare nonexperimental comparison group outcomes to 
those for experimental control groups seek zero difference. In both cases, it is possible to 
continue testing estimators until one finds something that works. Unfortunately, doing so 
runs the risk of basing findings on chance relationships in the data for a specific sample. 
To help guard against this possibility, our analysis was conducted according to a research 
protocol with three main features. 
 

• Pre-specification of the options to be tested and the tests to be conducted: At 
the outset of the project, we specified the nonexperimental methods to be tested as 
carefully and completely as possible. We also specified the manner in which these 
methods would be tested and the criteria for gauging their success.15 

 
• Ongoing peer review: An expert advisory panel guided the design of our 

research, the conduct of our analysis, and the interpretation of our findings.16 The 

                                                                                                                                                 
13 When three years of earnings history were used, as reported below, one version of the random-growth 
model was estimated using earnings for all three years before random assignment and another version was 
estimated excluding the year before random assignment. There was little difference between these two 
estimates and we therefore included earnings in the year prior to random assignment in all reported 
estimates of the random-growth model.   
14 This can only be done for ranges of propensity scores that exist in both groups—their regions of  
“overlapping support.” 
15 Although some changes were made subsequently, most steps were specified in advance. 
16 Members of the advisory panel were Professors: David Card (University of California at Berkeley), 
Rajeev Dehejia (Columbia University), Robinson Hollister (Swarthmore College), Guido Imbens 
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panel was involved at three points in the research. The first point was to finalize 
the project design and analysis plan. The second point was to review the first 
round of analyses and help finalize the plan for the second round. The third point 
was to review the draft report. 

 
• Replication of the analysis on additional samples and outcome measures. The 

first round of our analysis was based on short-run outcomes for a subset of sites in 
our sample. The second round was expanded to include medium-run outcomes 
plus the remainder of our study sites. Hence, the second round was a replication 
of the first. 

 
While no research protocol is foolproof, we hope that the procedures we used 

provide a substantial degree of methodological protection against inadvertent biases in 
our analyses.  
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
(University of California at Berkeley), Robert LaLonde (University of Chicago), Robert Moffitt (Johns 
Hopkins University), and Philip Robins (University of Miami).   
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Chapter 3 
 

Findings 
 
 This chapter presents empirical findings with respect to the two research 
questions that we addressed. One question is whether results from a random assignment 
study could have been obtained using nonexperimental comparison groups. The other 
question is whether adjustments for observed demographics and individual earnings and 
employment histories systematically reduce the bias from using nonexperimental 
comparison groups. Eight different nonexperimental adjustments were examined, some 
based on econometric models, some based on propensity score methods, and some 
combining the two approaches. Of particular interest was whether some approaches 
consistently outperformed others. 
 
 As noted earlier, a growing body of research indicates that nonexperimental 
comparison groups are most effective when they come from a nearby area. Thus, we first 
present results for in-state comparison groups. We then present results for out-of-state 
and multi-state comparison groups. The latter groups may produce more raw bias because 
their observed background characteristics may differ by more. However, statistical 
adjustments for these larger differences might be more effective at reducing bias. 
 
 Some programs can be judged on their short-run effects. For example, a program 
designed to help participants find work immediately would be deemed a failure if it did 
not do so. Other programs should be judged on their longer-run effects. For example, 
basic education should not be expected to increase earnings while participants are in 
school, but it must do so afterwards in order to be judged successful. To reflect these 
different perspectives, we present findings for a short-run follow-up period, comprising 
the first two years after random assignment, and a medium-run follow-up period, 
comprising the third, fourth, and fifth years after random assignment. 
 
 Our results are not encouraging from either perspective. For example, three of the 
five in-state comparison groups produced small biases in the short run while two 
produced large biases. This suggests that an evaluator using in-state comparison groups 
to assess a mandatory welfare-to-work program has a 60 percent chance of getting 
approximately the right answer and a 40 percent chance of being far off. Out-of-state 
comparison groups performed even less well, particularly in the medium run. 

 
Adjusting for observed background characteristics did not systematically improve 

the results. In some cases, these adjustments reduced large biases; in other cases, they 
made little difference; and in yet other cases, the adjustments made small biases larger. 
Moreover, there was no apparent pattern to help predict which result would occur. 

 
Although the bias from a single comparison group was often large, the average 

bias across many comparison groups was fairly small because positive and negative 
biases occurred with roughly equal frequency and magnitude. This suggests that an 
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evaluator might get the right answer, on average, from many independent 
nonexperimental comparisons. However, the cost of making these comparisons might be 
prohibitively high. Moreover, there is no theoretical reason to expect them to produce the 
right answer. 
 
In-State Comparisons 
 
 Figures 3.1 through 3.5 present the quarterly earnings patterns for the in-state 
control and comparison groups during their two-year baseline period (before random 
assignment) and five-year follow-up period (after random assignment).1 These figures 
provide the first indication of the raw bias produced by the comparisons and the potential 
for statistical adjustments to reduce this bias. Unfortunately, every figure tells a different 
story, so it is difficult to know what to expect in practice.  
 
 Figure 3.1 indicates that average quarterly earnings after random assignment for 
the control and comparison groups in Oklahoma City track each other quite well. They 
are never more than about $100 apart and are usually much closer. This suggests that 
there is little raw bias in the Oklahoma City comparison. 
 
 While a comparison of mean earnings after random assignment indicates the 
extent of raw bias, a comparison of mean earnings before random assignment provides a 
first indication of the likely influence of statistical adjustments. If two groups have 
similar baseline earnings, statistical adjustments probably will be small because there is 
not much observed difference to adjust with (unless there are important differences in 
observed demographic characteristics that are related to future but not past earnings). For 
Oklahoma City there was little baseline difference. 
 
 Figure 3.2 indicates that control and comparison groups in Detroit had similar 
earnings during the first two years after random assignment. Hence, they exhibited little 
short-run bias. However, the bias increased subsequently to between $100 and $200 per 
quarter. Given the two groups’ nearly identical baseline earnings histories, there was 
little difference with which to reduce the later bias through statistical adjustments 
(although it is possible that differences in demographics could provide a means of 
reducing the bias). 
 
 Figure 3.3 indicates that the post-random-assignment picture in Riverside 
parallels that for Detroit, with small differences in the short run and larger differences in 
the medium run. However, pre-random assignment earnings for the two Riverside groups 
differ by more than did the two Detroit groups. This suggests that statistical adjustments 
might make more difference in Riverside than in Detroit.

                                                 
1 As noted in Chapter 2, in-state comparisons were not possible for Columbus and Atlanta. 
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Figure 3.1
Mean Quarterly Earnings: Oklahoma City
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Figure 3.2
Mean Quarterly Earnings: Detroit 
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Figure 3.3
Mean Quarterly Earnings: Riverside
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Figure 3.4
Mean Quarterly Earnings:  Grand Rapids and Detroit
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Figure 3.5
Mean Quarterly Earnings: Portland
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Figure 3.4 illustrates yet another situation in comparing Grand Rapids and 
Detroit. Here, the follow-up differences are larger in the short run than in the medium 
run. Furthermore, there are very large baseline differences. This suggests that short-run 
bias could be reduced by statistical adjustments for baseline differences. However, as 
discussed later, these differences are so large that compensating for them makes things 
worse. 

 
 Figure 3.5 illustrates a fifth and final pattern in Portland — substantial differences 
between the two local groups for almost all baseline and follow-up quarters. This 
suggests that the raw bias is large, but statistical adjustments might reduce it.  
 
 In sum, the figures suggest that in-state comparisons can produce many different 
situations with respect to the magnitude of bias and the potential for statistical 
adjustments to reduce bias. 
 
 Short-Run Bias Estimates 
 
 Table 3.1 presents estimates of the short-run bias produced by the in-state 
comparisons. The first column in the table lists the difference in mean annual earnings 
between the control and comparison group for each comparison. This represents the raw 
short-run bias for the comparison — the point of departure for our analysis. The 
remaining columns list the estimated biases produced by each statistical adjustment for 
observed baseline differences. (Appendix Table B.1 presents corresponding standard 
errors and the bias estimate as a percentage of the control group mean.)
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For Differences of Means 
 

 Consistent with Figures 3.1 through 3.5, there is substantial variation in the 
inherent short-run bias of the five comparisons. For Oklahoma City, Detroit, and 
Riverside, the magnitude of the estimated bias was less than $150 per year and was not 
statistically significant. For the other two comparisons, the bias was statistically 
significant and much larger — $444 for Grand Rapids-Detroit and $765 for Portland.  
 

The bottom panel in the table presents several alternative measures that 
summarize the bias estimates in the top panel: the mean bias, in dollars per year and as a 
percent of control group earnings; the mean absolute bias, in dollars per year and as a 
percent of control group earnings; and the percentage of bias estimates that were 
statistically significant at the 0.10 level (for a two-tailed test). 

 
For multi-site evaluations, where the main focus is on average impacts across 

sites, the mean bias may be an important consideration. The mean bias using the 
difference of means was $208 per year or 7 percent of control group earnings. 

 
For some studies, an evaluator might be interested in the effect of a program at a 

single site. For such evaluations, a small mean bias provides cold comfort if it represents 
large offsetting positive and negative biases. In this case, the mean absolute bias, which 
represents the expected magnitude of bias for a single impact estimate, is a better guide to 
the suitability of an estimator. The mean absolute bias using the difference of means in 
Table 3.1 was $304 per year or 12 percent of control group earnings.  

 
Are these estimated biases large? One way to judge them is by whether they are 

statistically significantly different from zero. Table 3.1 indicates that two out of five 
differences of means, or 40 percent, are statistically significant. 

 
Another way to assess the findings is to compare them to the original NEWWS 

impact estimates. For example, the widely acclaimed Portland program studied in 
NEWWS increased average annual earnings by $921 during the first two years after 
random assignment.2 The Labor Force Attachment (LFA) programs in Atlanta, Grand 
Rapids, and Riverside increased average annual earnings by $406 to $638. Education-
focused programs in six sites studied in NEWWS increased annual average earnings by 
$158 to $290. Hence, the NEWWS researchers concluded, “One program — the Portland 
(Oregon) one — by far outperformed the other 10 programs in terms of employment and 
earnings gains as well as providing a return on every dollar the government invested in 
the program” (Hamilton, et al., 2001, page ES-3).  Further, employment-focused 
programs produced larger gains in employment and earnings over the two-year follow-up 
period than education-focused programs (Freedman, et al., 2000, page ES-15). 
 
                                                 
2 Two-year impacts are taken from Freedman, et al., 2000, Exhibit ES-5. Results in Freedman, et al., 2000, 
were presented in nominal (i.e., not inflation-adjusted) dollars and are therefore not directly comparable to 
results in Table 3.1. Because inflation was low during the 1990s, however, adjusting for inflation is 
unlikely to make a substantial difference in this comparison. 
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Would the biases in Table 3.1 have changed these conclusions? The average bias 
using the difference of means ($208) would have reduced, but would not have eliminated, 
the gap among the three approaches. Still, if the job-search-first programs had effects 
ranging as high as $846 per year (the largest estimate of $638 + the average bias of 
$208), Portland’s program would not have looked so clearly superior to job search. 
Likewise, a bias of $208 would have nearly eliminated the gap between the job search 
and education approaches. Although the average bias might not have changed the 
original NEWWS conclusions, the largest bias ($765 for Portland) would have 
overwhelmed the differences among programs and perhaps caused the original study to 
reach different conclusions. Chapter 4 addresses this issue more systematically. 

 
Another way to judge whether nonexperimental estimation biases are large is to 

compare them to observed baseline differences between experimental program and 
control groups. Although such experimental baseline differences should be zero, on 
average, their actual values vary across studies due to random sampling error. In 21 
experimental studies of welfare and work programs conducted by MDRC during the past 
decade, the average annual baseline earnings difference was $21 in 1996 dollars. This is 
much smaller than the average difference of means in Table 3.1.3 The mean absolute 
baseline difference for the 21 studies was $162, or just over half of its counterpart in 
Table 3.1. A handful of the random assignment studies had much larger baseline 
differences, with the most extreme being $571. This is larger than four of the five bias 
estimates in Table 3.1 for a difference of means. 

 
Lastly note that specification tests recommended by Heckman and Hotz (1989) 

(discussed earlier) to eliminate inappropriate nonexperimental estimators would suggest 
not using comparison groups with statistically significant baseline differences. Among 
the five in-state comparisons, only the comparison between Grand Rapids and Detroit 
had a significant difference prior to random assignment. The mean absolute bias of the 
remaining four comparisons was $216, which is close to that for the random assignment 
baseline differences. 

 
With Statistical Adjustments 
 
Table 3.1 shows that the eight nonexperimental adjustments did not reduce short-

run bias appreciably. For example, they made little difference for Oklahoma City and 
Detroit because baseline earnings differences between the control and comparison groups 
were small in those comparisons (as suggested earlier by Figures 3.1 and 3.2). 
Fortunately, these adjustments were not needed because the raw bias was small to begin 
with. 

 

                                                 
3 The 21 programs include the nine NEWWS programs in the six sites discussed in this report; six counties 
studied in the evaluation of the California GAIN program (Riccio, Friedlander, and Freedman, 1994), two 
versions of the Vermont Welfare Restructuring Project (Bloom, Michalopoulos, Walter, and Auspos, 
1998), the Florida Family Transition Project (Bloom, et al., 2000a), Connecticut’s Jobs First program 
(Bloom, et al., 2000b) and two versions of the Minnesota Family Investment Program (Miller, et al., 2000). 
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Figures 3.3 through 3.5 suggested that statistical adjustments might be better able 
to reduce bias for the other three in-state comparisons because their baseline earnings 
differences were larger. Results for these comparisons varied considerably, however. For 
Riverside, adjustments produced a larger bias than the difference of means. For the 
comparison between Grand Rapids and Detroit, most of the adjustments produced a 
smaller bias than the difference of means, but one (the random-growth model) produced a 
larger bias. For Portland, most adjustments produced bias estimates that were similar to 
the difference of means.  

 
There is also little evidence in Table 3.1 that any of the adjustment methods 

outperformed the others consistently or appreciably. The mean bias for these methods 
ranged from - $9 for a fixed-effects model combined with one-to-one matching to $75 for 
propensity score sub-classification. The mean absolute bias ranged from $201 for a fixed-
effects model combined with one-to-one matching to $390 for a random-growth model. 

 
 Our finding that statistical adjustments do not markedly reduce bias for 
nonexperimental comparisons is different from findings of previous research based on 
voluntary training programs such as National Supported Work and JTPA (LaLonde, 
1986; Dehejia and Wahba, 1999; and Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997). 
 

Medium-Run Bias Estimates 
 
 Table 3.2 presents medium-run bias estimates for the in-state comparisons. 
(Appendix Table B.2 reports corresponding standard errors and the bias estimate as a 
percentage of the control group mean.) Consider the raw bias for a difference of means. 
The distribution of unadjusted medium-run biases is similar to its short-run counterpart. 
When statistical adjustments are used, the mean and mean absolute biases are typically 
larger in the medium run than in the short run. However, reflecting the fact that average 
earnings in the medium run are also higher, the mean percent bias in the medium run is 
similar to the short run, and the mean percent absolute bias is just slightly higher. 
 

Lastly note that although medium-run bias estimates are often large, their mean is 
usually close to zero, ranging from -$228 for a fixed-effects model to $151 for a 
difference of means. This suggests that large positive medium-run biases are offsetting 
large negative ones, as was the case for short-run bias. 
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Adding a Third Year of Baseline History 
 
 The previous sections indicate that adjusting for observed background 
characteristics and two years of baseline employment and earnings histories did not 
substantially reduce the short-run or medium-run bias produced by nonexperimental 
comparison groups. This section explores whether having an additional year of baseline 
history alters the conclusion. 
 
 Fortunately, the subsamples with three years of baseline history were large 
enough to address this question for four of the five in-state comparisons — all except 
Portland. To do so, the preceding analyses were conducted twice for these subsamples — 
once using all three years of baseline history and again using only the two most recent 
years.4 If the third year of information were important, the estimated bias would be 
smaller when it was used. 
 
 Table 3.3 presents these findings for short-run bias. The top panel in the table 
presents findings for three years of baseline history (12 quarters) and the bottom panel 
presents findings for two years (eight quarters). Note that results for the difference of 
means are identical in the two panels because they do not adjust for baseline histories. All 
of the other methods adjust for these histories, as well as for demographic characteristics. 
As can be seen, adding a third year of baseline history does not usually make much 
difference, although it did result in about one-sixth to one-fourth less mean absolute bias 
for two of the adjustments (fixed-effects and propensity score one-to-one matching, 
respectively). 
 
 Table 3.4 reports corresponding findings for medium-run bias. Adding a third 
baseline year makes more of a difference for this follow-up period, although most 
estimates of bias in the medium run are still quite large. Therefore, it appears that having 
three years of baseline earnings history for in-state comparisons reduces bias somewhat 
in the medium run, but not much in the short-run. On balance, however, it does not 
change our conclusions. 
 
Out-of-State Comparisons 
 
 This section presents findings for the 14 out-of-state comparison groups. As noted 
earlier, prior research by Friedlander and Robins (1995) and Heckman, Ichimura, and 
Todd (1997) suggests that out-of-state comparison groups should perform less well than 
in-state comparisons. Nevertheless, statistical adjustments for the likely larger baseline 
differences for out-of-state comparison groups might improve their relative performance. 

                                                 
4 The models with two years of baseline data were re-estimated because the subsamples with three years of 
prior earnings data were smaller than the full samples with two years of data used in Tables 3.1 and 3.2 for 
all comparisons except the comparison within Detroit. 



3-
12

 

O
kl

ah
om

a 
C

ity
/ O

kl
ah

om
a 

C
ity

-1
10

-4
0

12
3

14
0

42
94

64
17

0
-4

7
D

et
ro

it 
/ D

et
ro

it
73

-7
5

-9
3

50
-1

61
94

-1
73

59
-6

9
R

iv
er

si
de

 / 
R

iv
er

si
de

78
-1

91
-2

57
-2

24
-3

48
*

-2
67

-4
11

*
-1

38
-2

75
G

ra
nd

 R
ap

id
s/

 D
et

ro
it

65
7

**
*

-7
5

12
0

36
-4

5
-6

09
**

38
4

22
4

27
1

*

M
ea

n 
B

ia
s

17
5

-9
5

-2
7

1
-1

28
-1

72
-3

4
79

-3
0

M
ea

n 
A

bs
ol

ut
e 

B
ia

s
22

9
95

14
8

11
3

14
9

26
6

25
8

14
8

16
6

Pe
rc

en
t o

f E
st

im
at

es
 th

at
 a

re
 

St
at

is
tic

al
ly

 S
ig

ni
fic

an
t

25
0

0
0

25
25

25
0

25

O
kl

ah
om

a 
C

ity
/ O

kl
ah

om
a 

C
ity

-1
10

-4
1

35
-7

6
45

44
44

-1
04

-4
2

D
et

ro
it 

/ D
et

ro
it

73
-6

5
-5

9
-1

69
-1

49
-4

4
-9

1
-1

55
-8

2
R

iv
er

si
de

 / 
R

iv
er

si
de

78
-1

72
-3

05
-2

49
-3

64
*

-1
50

-4
35

**
-2

57
-2

60
G

ra
nd

 R
ap

id
s/

 D
et

ro
it

65
7

**
*

-5
6

21
9

14
3

-1
41

-5
45

*
35

8
10

2
30

2
**

M
ea

n 
B

ia
s

17
5

-8
3

-2
8

-8
7

-1
52

-1
74

-3
1

-1
04

-2
1

M
ea

n 
A

bs
ol

ut
e 

B
ia

s
22

9
83

15
5

15
9

17
5

19
6

23
2

15
5

17
2

Pe
rc

en
t o

f E
st

im
at

es
 th

at
 a

re
 

St
at

is
tic

al
ly

 S
ig

ni
fic

an
t

25
0

0
0

25
25

25
0

25

N
ot

es
:  

Sh
or

t r
un

 is
 d

ef
in

ed
 a

s t
he

 tw
o 

ye
ar

s f
ol

lo
w

in
g 

ra
nd

om
 a

ss
ig

nm
en

t. 
A

ll 
do

lla
r a

m
ou

nt
s a

re
 in

 1
99

6 
do

lla
rs

.
Tw

o-
ta

ile
d 

t-t
es

ts
 w

er
e 

ap
pl

ie
d 

to
 e

st
im

at
ed

 b
ia

s. 
St

at
is

tic
al

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nc
e 

le
ve

ls
 a

re
 in

di
ca

te
d 

as
: *

 =
 1

0 
pe

rc
en

t; 
**

 =
 5

 p
er

ce
nt

; *
**

 =
 1

 p
er

ce
nt

. 

C
on

tr
ol

 G
ro

up
 S

ite
 / 

C
om

pa
ri

so
n 

G
ro

up
 S

ite
R

an
do

m
- 

gr
ow

th
 m

od
el

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n 

m
at

ch
in

g
Fi

xe
d-

ef
fe

ct
s 

m
od

el

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
w

ei
gh

te
d 

re
gr

es
si

on

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 o

ne
-t

o-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n

D
iff

er
en

ce
 o

f 
m

ea
ns

O
L

S 
re

gr
es

si
on

D
iff

er
en

ce
 o

f 
m

ea
ns

O
L

S 
re

gr
es

si
on

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n

U
si

ng
 8

 Q
ua

rt
er

s o
f P

ri
or

 E
ar

ni
ng

s a
nd

 E
m

pl
oy

m
en

t I
nf

or
m

at
io

n 

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
on

e-
to

-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

T
ab

le
 3

.3

U
si

ng
 1

2 
Q

ua
rt

er
s o

f P
ri

or
 E

ar
ni

ng
s a

nd
 E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t I

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
on

e-
to

-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
w

ei
gh

te
d 

re
gr

es
si

on

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 o

ne
-t

o-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n 

m
at

ch
in

g
Fi

xe
d-

ef
fe

ct
s 

m
od

el

Se
ns

iti
vi

ty
 o

f E
st

im
at

ed
 S

ho
rt

-R
un

 B
ia

s f
or

 In
-S

ta
te

 C
om

pa
ri

so
ns

 to
 A

m
ou

nt
 o

f E
ar

ni
ng

s H
is

to
ry

R
an

do
m

- 
gr

ow
th

 m
od

el
C

on
tr

ol
 G

ro
up

 S
ite

 / 
C

om
pa

ri
so

n 
G

ro
up

 S
ite



3-
13

 

O
kl

ah
om

a 
C

ity
/ O

kl
ah

om
a 

C
ity

32
6

43
3

*
46

3
90

51
8

**
61

8
42

9
18

7
35

8
**

*
D

et
ro

it 
/ D

et
ro

it
-5

90
*

-9
40

**
*

-8
36

**
-8

56
*

-1
00

0
**

*
-8

69
*

-8
97

**
*

-8
56

*
-8

77
**

*
R

iv
er

si
de

 / 
R

iv
er

si
de

76
8

**
*

47
0

*
25

0
37

6
34

7
50

1
15

9
39

5
35

3
G

ra
nd

 R
ap

id
s/

 D
et

ro
it

24
8

-1
04

3
**

*
-4

77
-8

63
-1

00
0

**
*

-2
07

7
**

*
-8

77
-9

16
-7

76
**

*

M
ea

n 
B

ia
s

18
8

-2
70

-1
50

-3
13

-2
84

-4
56

-2
97

-2
97

-2
36

M
ea

n 
A

bs
ol

ut
e 

B
ia

s
48

3
72

2
50

7
54

7
71

6
10

16
59

1
58

9
59

1
Pe

rc
en

t o
f E

st
im

at
es

 th
at

 a
re

 
St

at
is

tic
al

ly
 S

ig
ni

fic
an

t
50

10
0

25
25

75
50

25
25

75

O
kl

ah
om

a 
C

ity
/ O

kl
ah

om
a 

C
ity

32
6

43
7

*
51

6
*

28
8

51
5

**
51

4
55

8
**

22
5

39
0

*
D

et
ro

it 
/ D

et
ro

it
-5

90
*

-9
13

**
*

-7
68

-1
45

0
**

*
-9

73
**

*
-7

52
-8

43
**

-1
47

6
**

*
-8

94
**

*
R

iv
er

si
de

 / 
R

iv
er

si
de

76
8

**
*

53
0

**
34

7
**

35
5

32
0

77
2

24
5

40
1

39
7

G
ra

nd
 R

ap
id

s/
 D

et
ro

it
24

8
-1

01
0

**
*

-9
97

**
-1

01
6

*
-1

07
6

**
*

-1
92

9
**

*
-7

69
-1

09
9

**
-7

10
**

*
24

8
M

ea
n 

B
ia

s
18

8
-2

39
-2

25
-4

56
-3

04
-3

49
-2

02
-4

87
-2

04
M

ea
n 

A
bs

ol
ut

e 
B

ia
s

48
3

72
2

65
7

77
7

72
1

99
2

60
4

80
0

59
8

Pe
rc

en
t o

f E
st

im
at

es
 th

at
 a

re
 

St
at

is
tic

al
ly

 S
ig

ni
fic

an
t

50
10

0
75

50
75

25
50

50
75

N
ot

es
:  

M
ed

iu
m

 ru
n 

is
 d

ef
in

ed
 a

s t
he

 th
ird

 th
ro

ug
h 

fif
th

 y
ea

rs
 fo

llo
w

in
g 

ra
nd

om
 a

ss
ig

nm
en

t. 
A

ll 
do

lla
r a

m
ou

nt
s a

re
 in

 1
99

6 
do

lla
rs

.
Tw

o-
ta

ile
d 

t-t
es

ts
 w

er
e 

ap
pl

ie
d 

to
 e

st
im

at
ed

 b
ia

s. 
St

at
is

tic
al

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nc
e 

le
ve

ls
 a

re
 in

di
ca

te
d 

as
: *

 =
 1

0 
pe

rc
en

t; 
**

 =
 5

 p
er

ce
nt

; *
**

 =
 1

 p
er

ce
nt

. 

T
ab

le
 3

.4

U
si

ng
 1

2 
Q

ua
rt

er
s o

f P
ri

or
 E

ar
ni

ng
s a

nd
 E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t I

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
on

e-
to

-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
w

ei
gh

te
d 

re
gr

es
si

on

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 o

ne
-t

o-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n 

m
at

ch
in

g
Fi

xe
d-

ef
fe

ct
s 

m
od

el

Se
ns

iti
vi

ty
 o

f E
st

im
at

ed
 M

ed
iu

m
-R

un
 B

ia
s f

or
 In

-S
ta

te
 C

om
pa

ri
so

ns
 to

 A
m

ou
nt

 o
f E

ar
ni

ng
s H

is
to

ry

R
an

do
m

-
gr

ow
th

 m
od

el
C

on
tr

ol
 G

ro
up

 S
ite

 / 
C

om
pa

ri
so

n 
G

ro
up

 S
ite

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n

U
si

ng
 8

 Q
ua

rt
er

s o
f P

ri
or

 E
ar

ni
ng

s a
nd

 E
m

pl
oy

m
en

t I
nf

or
m

at
io

n 

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
on

e-
to

-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n 

m
at

ch
in

g
Fi

xe
d-

ef
fe

ct
s 

m
od

el
C

on
tr

ol
 G

ro
up

 S
ite

 / 
C

om
pa

ri
so

n 
G

ro
up

 S
ite

D
iff

er
en

ce
 o

f 
m

ea
ns

O
L

S 
re

gr
es

si
on

D
iff

er
en

ce
 o

f 
m

ea
ns

O
L

S 
re

gr
es

si
on

R
an

do
m

-
gr

ow
th

 m
od

el

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
w

ei
gh

te
d 

re
gr

es
si

on

Fi
xe

d-
ef

fe
ct

s 
w

ith
 o

ne
-t

o-
on

e 
m

at
ch

in
g

Pr
op

en
si

ty
 

sc
or

e 
su

b-
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n



3-14 

A First Look at the Situation 
 
 Figure 3.6, which compares earnings for control group members from the six 
NEWWS sites, provides a first indication of the likely bias created by using individuals 
from a site in one state as a comparison group for a site in another state. The figure also 
provides initial clues about the likelihood that statistical adjustments will reduce this bias.  

Figure 3.6
Average Quarterly Earnings by Site
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 As can be seen, earnings differences were quite large across sites throughout 
much of the baseline period. These differences may mean that statistical adjustments can 
reduce bias substantially. On the other hand, they may reflect the existence of few similar 
individuals across sites, which would make matching quite difficult. 
 
 In five of the six sites, baseline earnings declined precipitously as sample 
members approached their quarter of random assignment. Nearly all of these sample 
members were receiving welfare benefits at random assignment and many had recently 
begun to do so. Hence, the observed earnings decline probably reflects the rate at which 
sample members became unemployed and went on welfare prior to random assignment. 
 
 The one exception to this pattern was in Oklahoma City, where average baseline 
earnings increased just before random assignment and temporarily decreased 
immediately thereafter. Most Oklahoma City sample members were randomly assigned 
when they applied for welfare, which was not the case elsewhere. This difference in the 
point of random assignment, and its potential reflection in baseline earnings, suggest that 
it may be difficult to find good matches for Oklahoma City. 
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 Lastly note that average earnings differed relatively little during the early part of 
the follow-up period. This suggests that the short-run bias is probably small for many of 
the cross-state comparisons. However, average earnings diverged thereafter into two 
clusters of sites. This suggests that the medium-run bias is probably larger for 
comparisons across clusters than within them.  
 

The Findings 
 
As noted earlier, 14 unique out-of-state comparisons were constructed, as follows, 

using the six NEWWS sites in our analysis. A first control site (Riverside) was chosen at 
random from the initial six, and the other five were used as comparison groups for it. A 
second control site (Portland) was chosen at random from the remaining five sites, and 
the other four sites were used as comparison groups for it. This process continued until 
15 comparisons had been identified. One of these comparisons, Detroit-Grand Rapids, 
was eliminated because it was one of our in-state comparisons.  

 
Tables 3.5 and 3.6 present estimates of the biases produced by each of the 14 out-

of-state comparisons, in the short run and medium run, and with and without statistical 
adjustments. (Appendix Tables B.3 and B.4 present corresponding standard errors and 
the bias estimate as a percentage of the control group mean). Tables 3.7 and 3.8 
summarize these many different findings to help paint an overall picture. 

 
The most striking site-specific findings were for comparisons involving 

Oklahoma City, which produced especially large biases in both the short run and medium 
run. In addition, it was not possible to balance propensity scores for any cross-state 
comparison that involved Oklahoma City, eliminating these comparisons from further 
consideration for any method involving estimated propensity scores. Furthermore, 
statistical adjustments that were applied to the full comparison samples for Oklahoma 
City (those not using propensity score matching or sub-classification) did not reduce bias 
appreciably or consistently.  
 

As noted, Tables 3.7 and 3.8 summarize the out-of-state comparisons. The 
summary statistics presented include all of those used for the in-state comparisons plus 
two new ones: (1) the distribution of absolute percent bias estimates, and (2) the total 
number of comparisons made for a specific estimation method. The second indicator was 
included to highlight the fact that not all 14 comparisons were made for propensity score 
methods because balance could not be achieved for some comparisons.
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Based on all 14 comparisons, the mean short-run bias for a difference of means 
was $136 per year or 5 percent of control group earnings, and the mean absolute bias was 
$375 per year or 16 percent of control group earnings. These compare favorably to their 
in-state counterparts ($208 per year or 7 percent and $304 per year or 12 percent of 
control group earnings, respectively). Furthermore, as was the case for in-state 
comparisons, statistical adjustments had little effect on the short-run results for out-of-
state comparisons. 

 
In the medium run, however, out-of-state comparison groups performed markedly 

less well than their in-state alternatives. Based on all 14 comparisons, the mean absolute 
bias was $1162 per year or 25 percent of control group earnings. These findings are 
consistent with prior research cited earlier. However, the fact that statistical adjustments 
had very little effect, in both the medium run and short run, is not consistent with prior 
research. 
 
Multi-State Comparisons 
 
 When evaluating a program, it is unlikely that researchers would compare 
outcomes for participants with those for individuals from one other state. However, past 
researchers have chosen comparison groups from national survey samples. Although the 
NEWWS data do not represent a national sample, they do make it possible to compare 
outcomes for persons from each site with those for individuals from the other sites 
(states) combined. These composite multi-state comparison groups might improve the 
ability of matching methods to reduce bias by providing a broader pool of sample 
members to choose from. 
 
 Tables 3.9 and 3.10 present the estimates of the bias produced by multi-state 
comparison groups, in the short run and long run, and with and without statistical 
adjustments. The top panel of the table presents bias estimates for each comparison group 
and the bottom panel summarizes these findings (Appendix Tables B.5 and B.6 present 
corresponding standard errors and the bias estimate as a percentage of the control group 
mean).  

 
For the difference of means, the magnitudes of estimated short-run and medium-

run bias in Tables 3.9 and 3.10 are comparable to those for in-state and out-of-state 
comparisons. However, the multi-state bias estimates were statistically significant more 
often because of their larger samples. 

 
We expected multi-state comparison groups to perform especially well with 

propensity score matching and sub-classification because they provide a much larger and 
broader pool of potential matches. Because of this, we also hoped to find an acceptable 
match for Oklahoma City. Neither of these expectations was realized, however. We could 
not achieve balance for Oklahoma City using propensity score methods and none of the 
other statistical adjustments markedly reduced overall bias.
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Are “Site Effects” Causing the Problem? 
 
The preceding disappointing findings represent the effectiveness of a wide range 

of sophisticated nonexperimental comparison group methods for an arguably “easy case” 
— mandatory welfare-to-work programs with participants who are similar in terms of 
having recently applied for or received welfare. Furthermore, the methods tested used an 
unusually rich set of data on individual background characteristics and labor market 
histories. So why did the methods perform so poorly? 

 
One possible explanation has to do with “site effects” that could reflect 

differential changes in local economic conditions.5 The estimation methods tested focus 
on making individual comparison group members “look” as similar as possible to their 
control group counterparts — by choosing samples accordingly, using statistical 
adjustments, or both. None of the methods, however, were designed to control for 
differences in local economic conditions between sites.  

 
Changes over time in economic conditions in control and comparison counties 

could account for the widely varying relationships observed for baseline and follow-up 
earnings. Some groups with similar earnings at baseline might have had markedly 
different earnings at follow-up because economic conditions in the two sites diverged. 
Other groups with different earnings at baseline might have had similar earnings at 
follow-up because their economies changed at different rates. Still other groups that had 
similar earnings might have remained similar over time or diverged, depending on how 
their respective economies performed. 

 
As a first step toward understanding the influence of site effects on these 

unpredictable situations, we compared the time path of the county unemployment rate for 
each of our analysis samples to the corresponding earnings path.6 In most cases, there 
was no clear pattern. However, the comparison of Grand Rapids and Detroit was quite 
intriguing and illustrates what one would look for in a potential explanation of shifting 
cross-site earnings relationships. Figure 3.7 illustrates these findings. 

 
The solid line in the figure represents the difference in average quarterly earnings 

between the Grand Rapids control group and the overall Detroit comparison group. 
During the first baseline quarter, average earnings in Grand Rapids exceeded those in 
Detroit by more than $300. This difference dropped to less than $100 at random 
assignment. It continued to decline thereafter and was negative by the end of the follow-
up period — indicating that earnings in Grand Rapids had dropped slightly below those 
in Detroit.  

                                                 
5 Hollister and Hill (1995) describe the difficulties of controlling for differences in local conditions. 
6 As noted in Chapter 2, random assignment dates varied within as well as across sites.  We matched the 
relevant county quarterly unemployment rates, obtained from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, to each 
sample member based on her quarter of random assignment. Average quarterly unemployment rates for 
each site were then calculated in relation to the quarter of random assignment. This calculation corresponds 
with the calculation of average quarterly earnings. 
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Figure 3.7
Difference in Earnings Compared with Difference in Unemployment Rate

Grand Rapids vs. Detroit
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 The dashed line in the figure represents the difference each quarter between the 
county unemployment rate in Grand Rapids and Detroit. Its time path is nearly an exact 
mirror image of the time path for earnings. During the first baseline quarter, the 
unemployment rate in Grand Rapids was almost four percentage points lower than that in 
Detroit. The magnitude of this negative difference decreased to less than two points at 
random assignment. It continued to decrease thereafter to only one point at the end of the 
follow-up period. 
 

Thus, changes in the relative unemployment rates might explain changes in the 
relative earnings of sample members from the two sites. Specifically, Grand Rapids’ 
initial earnings advantage might reflect its initially lower unemployment rate. As its 
unemployment advantage diminished, however, its earnings advantage also diminished at 
a remarkably similar rate over time. 

 
One should not place much confidence in this explanation, however, because the 

comparison between Grand Rapids and Detroit was the only one to exhibit this clear 
pattern. Nevertheless, given the striking, unpredictable, and different earnings changes 
that are experienced by groups from different locations, future research should focus 
more attention on the role of site effects. 
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Chapter 4 
 

Summary and Conclusions 
 

This study addresses two methodological questions in the context of evaluations 
of mandatory welfare-to-work programs: 
 

• Which nonexperimental comparison group methods work best and under what 
conditions do they do so? 

 
• Which, if any, of these methods produce estimates of program impacts that are 

accurate enough to substitute for a random assignment experiment? 
 

To address these questions, the study compares findings produced by a number of 
nonexperimental comparison group methods with those obtained from a series of random 
assignment experiments. This final chapter summarizes the comparisons made to help 
answer the questions asked. The first section of the chapter summarizes the results of 
different nonexperimental comparison groups and methods to determine which work 
best. The next section considers whether the best methods work well enough to be used 
instead of random assignment. The final section presents the conclusions that we believe 
flow from these findings. 

 
Which Methods Work Best? 
 

As described in the earlier chapters, biases using nonexperimental comparison 
groups were estimated as the differences between the counterfactuals for a series of 
experiments (their control group outcomes) and those predicted nonexperimentally.1 
These biases were estimated for a short-run follow-up period, comprising the first two 
years after random assignment, and a medium-run follow-up period, comprising the third, 
fourth, and fifth years after random assignment. 
 

The results in Chapter 3 indicate that biases from nonexperimental methods are 
positive for some applications and negative for others in ways that are not predictable. 
Hence, these biases tend to cancel out when averaged across many applications. The 
results in Chapter 3 also indicate that the positive or negative bias from a 
nonexperimental comparison can be quite large for a single application. Because of this, 
the present chapter focuses on the mean absolute bias produced by alternative methods, 
which represents the expected magnitudes of their biases for a given application. 

 
Table 4.1 summarizes the mean absolute bias and the mean absolute percentage 

bias of alternative estimators examined in Chapter 3 for comparisons for which baseline 

                                                 
1 As noted earlier, the observed differences between control group outcomes and their nonexperimental 
predictions represent the biases that would have been produced if the nonexperimental methods had been 
used to estimate program impacts. 
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balance was achieved using propensity score methods as a specification test.2 These 
findings represent the likely bias produced by program impact estimates when propensity 
score methods are used to screen out inappropriate comparison groups.  
 

As noted in Chapter 3, all of the in-state comparison groups achieved balance. 
However, only eight of the fourteen out-of-state comparisons and four of the six multi-
state comparisons did so. Thus, Table 4.2 compares bias estimates for comparisons that 
achieved balance with those for comparisons that did not achieve balance (using 
estimation approaches that do not check for balance in both cases). The first column for 
each time frame and type of comparison represented in the table lists findings for 
comparisons where balance was achieved. The second column (in parentheses) lists 
corresponding findings for comparisons where balance was not achieved. 

 
Three tentative conclusions emerge from the findings reported in the two tables: 
 

• Biases using nonexperimental comparison groups were consistently larger in the 
medium run than in the short run. For every combination of a comparison group 
and an estimation method, the mean absolute bias was larger in the medium run 
than in the short run. In many cases, medium-run bias was three times to five 
times the size of its short-run counterpart. Furthermore, the mean absolute percent 
bias in the medium run was larger than its short-run counterpart in all 
combinations except for one (difference of means). Thus, as for any prediction, it 
was easier to predict a counterfactual that was close in time than one that was 
distant in time.   

 
• “Local” comparison groups produced the smallest mean absolute biases for 

nonexperimental impact estimators. This was especially true for estimates of 
medium-run impacts where in-state comparison groups produced biases that 
generally were one-third to one-half the size of those for out-of-state and multi-
state comparison groups. This finding accords with results from previous research 
(Friedlander and Robins, 1995; Bell, Orr, Blomquist, and Cain, 1995; and 
Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997). In the short run these differences were less 
pronounced and less consistent, but existed nonetheless. 

 
• None of the statistical adjustment methods used to refine nonexperimental 

comparison group approaches consistently reduced bias substantially. However, 
propensity score methods provided a specification check that tended to eliminate 
biases that were larger than average. Looking across the full range of impact 
estimation methods considered, a simple difference of means generally performed 
about as well as the other approaches. OLS regression, especially when used for 
groups that could be balanced using propensity scores, also performed relatively 
well compared to the more complex methods. Using a fixed-effects model, with 

                                                 
2 Donald Rubin noted the potential value of using propensity score balance tests to screen-out inappropriate 
comparison groups in his discussion at the session on “Are There Alternatives to Random Assignment?” 
held as part of the 2001 Fall Research Conference of the Association for Public Policy and Management.  
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or without propensity score balancing, did not consistently improve the results. Using a 
random-growth model often increased the biases — in some cases substantially. These 
findings were obtained regardless of the comparison group used or the time frame of the 
analysis and are contrary to those from previous research (LaLonde, 1986; Fraker and 
Maynard, 1987; Heckman and Hotz, 1989; Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1997; and 
Dehejia and Wahba, 1999).   

 
Thus it appears that a local comparison group may produce the best results for the 

applications that we examined and that with such comparison groups, a simple difference 
of means or OLS regression may perform as well or better than more complex 
approaches. For less proximate comparison groups, propensity score balancing methods 
may provide a useful specification check by eliminating problematic comparison groups 
from consideration. If these groups are eliminated, a simple difference of means or OLS 
regression can often perform as well as more complex estimators.  
 
Do The Best Methods Work Well Enough? 
 
 Having established that OLS regression with an in-state comparison group 
(referred to hereafter as the nonexperimental estimator) is as good as or better than more 
complex methods, this section attempts to determine whether the approach is good 
enough to substitute for random assignment in evaluations of mandatory welfare-to-work 
programs.3 The first step in this discussion is to more fully characterize the nature and 
magnitude of the estimation error associated with the method. This information is then 
used to consider whether the method would have produced conclusions about NEWWS 
programs that are materially different from those obtained from the original experimental 
evaluations of these programs. 
 

Nonexperimental Estimation Error 
 
 Tables 3.1 and 3.2 in chapter 3 presented five short-run estimates and five 
medium-run estimates of the bias produced by OLS regression with an in-state 
comparison group. For both time periods, the mean value of the five bias estimates was 
close to zero (negative one percent and negative two percent of the control group mean) 
although the variation around the mean was substantial. This near-zero mean bias is 
consistent with the fact that the direction of the bias for any given application is arbitrary 
and in many cases would be reversed if the roles of the comparison and control groups 
were reversed.4 The finding is also consistent with the graphs in Figures 3.1 through 3.5 
presented earlier, which indicate that knowing the baseline earnings trends for a 

                                                 
3 We use OLS regression as the basis for our discussion here instead of a simple difference of means 
(which performs as well or better) because in practice it is likely that some adjustment procedure always 
would be used if it were possible to do so.  
4 For methods that do not use estimated propensity scores — OLS regression, fixed-effects models, and 
random-growth models — bias estimates will always have the same magnitudes but opposite signs 
depending on which group is defined as the control group and which is defined as the comparison group. 
However, for methods that use estimated propensity scores, it is possible that, depending upon which group 
provides the comparison group pool, the magnitude of the bias might differ but its sign might not.  
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comparison group and control group does not ensure a good prediction of how these 
trends will diverge, or not, in the future. 
 

Because of this, it is appropriate in the present context to consider the theoretical 
sampling distribution of nonexperimental “mismatch error” across applications to have a 
grand mean or expected value of zero. In this regard, the error is not really a bias (which 
implies a non-zero expected value) but rather an additional random error component. In 
large part, this error component reflects unobserved “site effects” which have been very 
difficult to control for in past research (Hollister and Hill, 1995). The standard error of 
the sampling distribution of mismatch error can be inferred from the standard deviation 
of the five bias estimates for a given follow-up period and information about the 
sampling errors and sample sizes of these estimates. 

  
With this information it is possible to assess the use of nonexperimental 

comparison groups by comparing their estimated sampling distribution to that of its 
experimental counterpart from NEWWS. Both sampling distributions are centered on the 
true impact for a given analysis. The experimental estimator has one source of random 
error — that due to sampling a finite number of welfare recipients. Thus, its standard 
error reflects a single error component. The nonexperimental estimator has two sources 
of random error: (1) the random sampling error to which an experiment is subject, plus 
(2) random nonexperimental mismatch error. Thus, the standard error of the 
nonexperimental estimator reflects both error components and is larger than that of a 
corresponding experimental estimator. Although the effect of random sampling error on a 
single application can be reduced by increasing its sample size, the effect of 
nonexperimental mismatch error cannot be reduced this way (see Appendix D). This 
second error component can only be reduced by averaging findings across a series of 
applications. 

 
The primary effect of mismatch error in the present context is thus to reduce the 

statistical power of nonexperimental estimators. To compare such estimators with their 
experimental counterparts requires comparing their abilities to discern a specific program 
impact. Figure 4.1 illustrates such a comparison by showing the sampling distributions of 
experimental and nonexperimental impact estimators for a hypothetical true impact of 
$1,000. The experimental distribution is higher than the nonexperimental distribution 
near the true impact. This means that the experiment is more likely to produce an 
estimate close to truth. In contrast, the nonexperimental distribution is much lower near 
the true impact and much higher far away. This means that the nonexperimental estimator 
is less likely to produce an estimate near truth ($1,000) and more likely to produce one 
far away (for example, near $0 or $2,000). 

 
The types of comparisons shown in Figure 4.1 are only possible for a 

methodological study, like the present one, which can directly compare experimental and 
nonexperimental estimates of the same impacts. For any given application it is not 
possible to estimate mismatch error and account for it in the standard errors of 
nonexperimental impact estimates (which is clearly a problem). Having established the 
basic relationship between the sampling distributions for corresponding experimental and 
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nonexperimental impact estimators, it is now possible to compare their implications for 
specific conclusions from the original NEWWS study. The approach that we use to do so 
is similar in spirit to, but different in form from, that developed by Bell, Orr, Blomquist, 
and Cain (1995).  

 
Implications of Nonexperimental Estimation Error Relative to the 
Impacts of NEWWS Programs  
 

 The NEWWS study was designed to estimate the impacts of alternative welfare-
to-work strategies that had been the subject of widespread debate among policy makers, 
program administrators, and researchers for many years.5 The study focused on the net 
impacts of each programmatic approach (their impacts relative to no such special 
mandatory services) and their differential impacts (their impacts relative to each other). 
The impact findings for NEWWS were reported for four categories of programs: (1) the 
Portland program (which was unique relative to the others because it used a broad mix of 
job search and education), (2) job-search-first programs (that focused on helping clients 
find jobs)6, (3) high-enforcement, education-focused programs (that focused first on 
providing educational services and used sanctions to enforce client participation)7, and 
(4) low-enforcement, education-focused programs (that focused first on providing 
educational services but were less emphatic about client participation).8 

 
One way to assess the importance of nonexperimental mismatch error is to 

examine its implications for replicating the basic conclusions from NEWWS for these 
four types of programs. Table 4.3 summarizes this assessment with respect to net impacts 
on total earnings during the first five years after random assignment. This summary 
measure reflects the overall influence of estimation bias in the short and medium run. 

 
The first two rows in Table 4.3 present the experimental point estimate and 

statistical significance level (p-value) for each net program impact.9 As can be seen, the 
impact on total five-year follow-up earnings equals $5034 for Portland, which is 
statistically significant at beyond the 0.001-level. The other programs have impact 
estimates of $2138, $1503, and $770, all of which are statistically significant at or 
beyond the 0.10 level. 

 
The experimental point estimate and its estimated standard error for each program 

impact provide estimates of the corresponding expected value and standard error of the 
sampling distribution for that estimator. The sampling distribution for the corresponding 
nonexperimental estimator has the same expected value but a standard error that includes 
an additional component for mismatch error. One way to assess the implications of this  

                                                 
5 See Hamilton, et al. (2001) for a description of the NEWWS programs. 
6 This category included the Labor Force Attachment programs in Atlanta, Grand Rapids, and Riverside.  
7 This category included the Human Capital Development programs in Atlanta, Grand Rapids, and 
Riverside; and the Integrated Case Management and Traditional Case Management programs in Columbus. 
8 This category included the Detroit and Oklahoma City programs. 
9 Our estimates differ slightly from those presented by Hamilton, et al. (2001) because ours are reported in 
1996 dollars, whereas theirs are reported in nominal dollars. 
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Table 4.3 
 

Nonexperimental Estimation Error and NEWWS Net Impacts 
for Total Five-Year Follow-up Earnings 

(1996 Dollars) 
 

 Portland 

Job-
search-

first 

High-
Enforcement 
Education-

Focused 

Low-
Enforcement 
Education-

Focused 
Experimental Impact Estimate1      
   Point estimate $5034 $2138 $1503 $770 
   Statistical significance (p-value) < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 0.075 
     
Likelihood of a significant   
positive experimental replication2 

98% ~100% 99% 56% 

     
Likelihood of a significant 
positive nonexperimental 
replication2 

53% 39% 30% 11% 

 

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from data collected for the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies. 
 
Notes: 
1 The numbers of experimental and control group members per program from left to right are:(3,529 and 
499), (5382 and 6292), (9716 and 8803) and (6535 and 6591). 
  
2 Values in the table equal the probabilities (expressed as percentages) that a replication would be 
statistically significantly positive at the 0.05-level. The experimental standard errors from right to left are: 
$1327, $455, $385, $432. The corresponding nonexperimental standard errors are $2967, $1598, $1356 and 
$1926 (see Appendix D). 
 
 
mismatch error is to compare the likelihoods that, upon replication, the experimental and 
nonexperimental estimators would generate a second impact estimate that is statistically 
significantly positive at the 0.05 level. Doing so compares the likelihoods that the two 
estimators would replicate an important current conclusion about each program. 
 

For Portland, the experimental estimator, with its large expected value and much 
smaller standard error, has a 98 percent chance of replicating a statistically significant 
positive impact estimate. In other words, it almost certainly would do so. In contrast, the 
nonexperimental estimator, with the same expected value but a much larger standard 
error, has only a 53 percent chance of replicating the current positive conclusion.  

 
Even larger discrepancies exist between the experimental and nonexperimental 

estimators for the next two program models in the table. In both cases, the experimental 
estimator is almost certain to replicate a significant positive finding, even though its 
expected values are only a fraction of Portland’s. This is because the experimental 
standard errors for these programs are much smaller than the experimental standard error 
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for Portland because their sample sizes are much larger (because they include several 
programs). Nevertheless, the corresponding nonexperimental estimators have a relatively 
small chance of replicating the NEWWS impact findings (39 percent and 30 percent). 
This is because of the large nonexperimental mismatch error whose variance does not 
decline with increases in the sample size at each site. The variance does decline, 
however, with the number of sites included for each type of program and this factor was 
accounted for in the analysis (see Appendix D).  

 
Lastly, note that for the fourth program in the table, the experimental estimator, 

which is statistically significant at the 0.075-level, has only a 56 percent chance of 
replicating a significant positive impact (its modest significance implies modest 
replicability). However, its nonexperimental counterpart has an even smaller chance of 
doing so (11 percent).  

 
Therefore, in terms of replicating the significant positive net impact that was 

observed for each of the four main types of NEWWS programs, the best nonexperimental 
estimator that we studied is not a good substitute for random assignment.    

 
Now consider the findings for NEWWS differential impact estimates summarized 

in Table 4.4. A differential impact estimate for two programs is simply the difference 
between their net impact estimates. The standard error of the difference for independent 
samples is the square root of the sum of the error variances for each net impact estimate.  
For samples that overlap, an additional covariance term is included (see Appendix D). 

 
The top panel in the table presents the point estimates obtained for each NEWWS 

differential impact. These estimates equal the differences between the net impact 
estimates for the programs identified in the corresponding columns and rows. Thus, for 
example, the Portland net impact estimate was $2896 larger than that for the job-search-
first programs, $3531 larger than that for the high-enforcement education-focused 
programs and $4264 larger than that for the low-enforcement education focused 
programs. The statistical significance of each differential impact estimate is listed in its 
corresponding location in the second panel. As can be seen, the differential impact 
estimates are statistically significant at the 0.039, 0.011 and 0.002 levels, respectively. 
The only other significant positive differential impact estimate is for job-search-first 
programs versus low-enforcement education-focused programs (p=0.029). 

 
The third panel in the table presents the likelihood that a given experimental 

impact estimator would replicate a statistically significant positive impact estimate (at the 
0.05-level). Thus, for the four NEWWS differential impact estimates that are 
significantly different from zero, this panel indicates the likelihood that the experimental 
estimator would replicate this basic conclusion.  

 
Consider again the findings for Portland versus the other NEWWS programs. The 

experimental estimator would have a 66 percent chance of replicating the significant 
positive difference between the Portland and job-search-first programs, an 82 percent 
chance of replicating the significant positive difference between the Portland and  
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Table 4.4 
 

Nonexperimental Estimation Error and NEWWS Differential Impacts 
for Total Five-Year Follow-up Earnings 

(1996 Dollars) 
 

 Portland 
Job-search-

first 

High-
Enforcement 
Education-

Focused 

Low-
Enforcement 
Education-

Focused 
Experimental point estimate of  
   differential impact 

    

  Job-search-first $2896    
  High-enforcement education-focused $3531   $634   
  Low-enforcement education-focused $4264 $1368 $733 --- 
     
Experimental significance level (p-
value) for differential impact 
estimate 

    

  Job-search-first 0.039    
  High-enforcement education-focused 0.011 0.575   
  Low-enforcement education-focused 0.002 0.029 0.205 --- 
     
Likelihood of a significant positive 
experimental replication1 

    

  Job-search-first 66%    
  High-enforcement education-focused 82% 14%   
  Low-enforcement education-focused 92% 70% 35% --- 
     
Likelihood of a significant positive 
nonexperimental replication1 

    

  Job-search-first 22%    
  High-enforcement education-focused 29% 7%   
  Low-enforcement education-focused 33% 14% 9% --- 
 

1 Values in the table equal the probabilities (expressed as percentages) that a replication would be statistically 
significantly positive at the 0.05-level. 
 

 
high-enforcement education-focused programs and a 92 percent chance of replicating the 
significant positive difference between the Portland and low-enforcement education-
focused programs. In addition, the experimental estimator would have a 70 percent 
chance of replicating the significant positive difference between the job-search-first 
programs and the low-enforcement education-focused programs. Thus, experimental 
estimators would have reasonably good chances of replicating these important 
conclusions from the NEWWS experiment. In contrast, the nonexperimental estimators 
would have little chance of replicating any of these positive conclusions (ranging from 14 
percent to 33 percent).  
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Thus, in terms of replicating the significant positive differential impacts that were 
observed for NEWWS programs, the best nonexperimental estimator that we studied is 
not a good substitute for random assignment. 

 
Conclusions 
 
 This study has assessed the ability of nonexperimental comparison group methods 
to measure the impacts of mandatory welfare-to-work programs by comparing their 
results to those from a series of random assignment experiments. The approaches tested 
included two propensity score matching methods (sub-classification and one-to-one 
matching), three statistical modeling methods (OLS regression, fixed-effects models, and 
random-growth models), plus several combinations of these methods. Tests of the 
approaches were based on detailed, rich, and consistent data on the background 
characteristics of sample members, including up to three years of quarterly baseline 
earnings and employment measures plus extensive socioeconomic information. 
Furthermore, the population used as the basis for testing — sample members from tests 
of mandatory welfare-to-work programs — is relatively homogenous and not subject to 
self-selection bias that plagues evaluations of voluntary social programs. In these regards, 
the conditions for the methods to perform well were favorable.  
 
 The tests conducted involved multiple replications using three different types of 
comparison groups (in-state comparison groups, out-of-state comparison groups, and 
multi-state comparison groups) for two different time frames (the short run and the 
medium run). In addition, most tests were based on large samples. In these regards, the 
conditions for conducting meaningful and fair tests of the methods were favorable. 
 
 So what do we conclude from these tests? With respect to the first question 
addressed, “which nonexperimental methods work best?” we conclude that local 
comparison groups are the most effective and simple differences of means or OLS 
regressions perform as well as more complex alternatives. Because these findings are 
consistent across many replications based on large samples from combinations of six 
different states, we believe that they probably generalize to many other mandatory 
welfare and work programs. It is less clear, however, how they generalize to voluntary 
programs where the sources, nature, and magnitude of selection bias might be different.    
 
 With respect to the second question addressed, “do the best methods work well 
enough to replace random assignment?” we conclude that the answer is probably, “No.” 
The magnitude of mismatch bias for any given nonexperimental evaluation can be large, 
even though it varies unpredictably across evaluations with an apparent grand mean of 
zero. This added error component markedly reduced the likelihood that nonexperimental 
comparison group methods could replicate major findings from the National Evaluation 
of Welfare-to-Work Strategies. Perhaps even more problematic is that without random 
assignment it is not possible to account for mismatch error through statistical tests or 
confidence intervals. 
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Nevertheless, it is important to note two qualifications to this final conclusion. 
The first qualification derives from that fact that our analysis of the random variation in 
mismatch error is based on only five estimates of this error. 
 
 A second important qualification derives from the fact that in constructing 
comparison groups to test, we did not fully emulate how this might be done for an actual 
evaluation. In practice, an evaluator would try to find local welfare offices or clusters of 
offices with caseloads, economic environments, and social settings that are as similar as 
possible to those for the local offices in which the programs are being tested. This 
judgmental and opportunistic office matching process was not reflected in the current 
analysis because: (1) more emphasis was placed on testing the different statistical 
methods being assessed, and (2) there were only a few combinations of local welfare 
offices within each site to choose from.  
 
 Given the limited generalizability and verisimilitude of this part of our analysis, 
we believe that the jury may be still out on whether there are some important situations in 
which nonexperimental comparison group methods can replace random assignment to 
evaluate welfare-to-work programs. We therefore hope to replicate our analysis using a 
broader sample of random assignment studies.  
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Derivation of Standard Errors for the Propensity Score One-to-
One Matching Method 
 
This section of the appendix derives the formula for calculating the variances of bias 
estimates from one-to-one matching. Matching with replacement, the estimated bias can 
be written as  
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where i = 1, …, n indicates the control group member; n is the number of control group 
members; yi1 indicates the outcome for that control group member; and yi0 indicates the 
outcome for the comparison group member to whom she is matched. This expression can 
be rewritten as 
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Here, the second sum includes an entry for each comparison group member, whether or 
not she was matched to a control group member, and m denotes the number of 
comparison group members in the full sample. The number of times the jth comparison 
group member is used is indicated by kj. At one extreme, each comparison group member 
would be matched at most once to a control group member, in which case kj = 1 for each 
comparison group member who is matched to a control group member. At the other 
extreme, one comparison group member would be matched to all control group members. 
In that case, kj = n for that comparison group member and kj = 0 for all other comparison 
group members. Note that the kj add to n. 
 
Assume that the y’s are independent across people and that a priori they come from 
identical distributions. We have no reason to doubt these assumptions in the current 
context. Then 
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where s1

2 is the estimated variance of the outcome among control group members and s0
2 

is the estimated variance of the outcome among matched comparison group members. 
The use of regression adjustment results in an analogous expression, except that the 
variance of individual residuals from the regression is used instead of the variance of 
individual outcomes. 
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To implement the correction, we noted that the estimated variance of the bias produced 
by OLS is computed as follows, given that OLS assumes that the residuals for the control 
and comparison groups come from a common distribution with a common variance: 
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Under the same assumption, the correctly estimated variance of the estimated bias using 
one-to-one matching with replacement is 
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The ratio of the correct estimate of the variance to the variance produced by OLS is 
consequently  
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To calculate the corrected estimate of the variance of the bias, we therefore multiplied the 
estimated variance produced by OLS by this factor.  
 
Derivation of the Random-Growth Model 
 
Chapter 2 presented the following random-growth model for the short run, estimated as: 
 
 (yi,SR – yi,-1) – 1.75* (yi,-1 – yi,-2 ) =α + λCi+ ΣγjWij + ΣδmXim + εit. 
 
This part of this appendix shows how we derived the dependent variable in this 
expression.  First, we begin with a specification similar to one in Heckman and Hotz 
(1989), eliminating the covariates Xitβ for simplicity: 
 

yit = φ1i + φ2i t + diαt + εit 
 

Next, let t = 0 for the period two years prior to random assignment. For each year before 
and after random assignment, earnings may be expressed in the following way: 
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Year Notation Earnings 
2nd year prior to random assignment yi,-2 φ1i                             + εi,-2 
1st year prior to random assignment  yi,-1 φ1i + 1.00*φ2i            + εi,-1 
1st year after random assignment  yi1 φ1i + 2.25*φ2i + diα1 + εi,1 
2nd year after random assignment yi2 φ1i + 3.25*φ2i + diα2 + εi,2 
3rd year after random assignment yi3 φ1i + 4.25*φ2i + diα3 + εi,3 
4th year after random assignment yi4 φ1i + 5.25*φ2i + diα4 + εi,4 
5th year after random assignment yi5 φ1i + 6.25*φ2i + diα5 + εi,5 
 
Because the quarter of random assignment is not included in calculating earnings before 
or after random assignment, the earnings expressions after random assignment adjust for 
this gap of one quarter (hence, the 0.25 as part of many of the expressions).  
 
The outcomes of interest in this paper are average annual earnings in the short run 
(comprising the first and second years after random assignment), and average annual 
earnings in the medium run (comprising the third through fifth years after random 
assignment).  These measures are obtained by averaging the relevant post-random 
assignment years: 
 

Year Notation Earnings 
Average of post random assignment 
years 1 and 2 (short run) yi,SR φ1i + 2.75*φ2i + diαST

* + ½(εi,1+εi,2) 

Average of post random assignment 
years 3, 4, and 5 (medium run) yi,MR φ1i + 5.25*φ2i + diαMT

* + 1/3 (εi,3+εi,4+εi,5) 

 
At least two baseline observations and one follow-up observation on the outcome 
measure are required to estimate a linear random-growth model. This information makes 
it possible to control for each sample member’s random-growth path by comparing the 
“second difference” of the outcome measures for the control and comparison groups. 
 
Dependent Variable for Short-Run Random-Growth Model 
 

yi,-1 – yi,-2      = φ1i + φ2i + εi,-1 – (φ1i  + εi,-2)  
 

   = φ2i + (εi,-1 – εi,-2) 
 

yi,SR – yi,-1      = φ1i + 2.75*φ2i + diαSR
* + ½ (εi,1+εi,2)– (φ1i + φ2i  + εi,-1) 

 
          = 1.75*φ2i + diαSR

* + [½ (εi,1+εi,2) – εi,-1]  
 
(yi,SR – yi,-1)– 1.75* (yi,-1 – yi,-2) = 1.75*φ2i + diαSR

* + [½ (εi,1+εi,2)  – εi,-1] 
– 1.75*[φ2i + (εi,-1 – εi,-2)]  

 
       = diαSR

* + [½ (εi,1+εi,2)  – εi,-1– 1.75*(εi,-1 – εi,-2)] 
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Dependent Variable for Medium-Run Random-Growth Model 
 

yi,-1 – yi,-2       = φ1i + φ2 + εi,-1 – (φ1i  + εi,-2)  
 

    = φ2i + (εi,-1 – εi,-2) 
 

yi,MR – yi,-1       = φ1i + 5.25*φ2i +diαMR
* + 1/3(εi,3+εi,4+εi,5)– (φ1i + φ2i + εi,-1) 

 
           = 4.25*φ2i + diαMR

* + [1/3(εi,3+εi,4+εi,5) – εi,-1]  
 
(yi,MR – yi,-1)– 4.25* (yi,-1 – yi,-2) = 4.25*φ2i + diαMR

* + [1/3(εi,3+εi,4+εi,5)  – εi,-1]  
                                           – 4.25*[φ2i + (εi,-1 – εi,-2)]  
 

        = diαMR
* + [1/3(εi,3+εi,4+εi,5)  – εi,-1– 4.25*(εi,-1 – εi,-2)] 
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Appendix B 
 

Detailed Results of Nonexperimental Comparisons 
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Appendix C 
 

Results Using the Heckman Selection Correction Method 
 



C-2 

 
This appendix shows results for bias estimated using a Heckman selection model. 

This model is intended to adjust OLS regressions for potential selection bias due to 
unobserved factors related both to which group an individual is part of and the value of 
his or her outcome measure (in the current study, follow-up earnings). The approach 
proceeds by: (1) estimating a model of selection into the two groups being compared, (2) 
computing a term that is a nonlinear function of the corresponding estimated selection 
probability (an inverse Mills ratio), (3) adding this new term to the basic OLS regression 
model of bias, and (4) estimating the new model with the extra term. 
  

Although these selection models are thought to provide more reliable results if at 
least one variable that is not in the bias model is part of the selection model, this 
restriction could not plausibly be imposed in the present analysis. Thus, identification of 
the influence of unobservable factors on future earnings rests solely on an underlying 
assumption of normality, which results in non-linearity of the extra selection term. 
Therefore, the selection models were not expected to differ substantially from their OLS 
counterparts. The model was used to estimate bias nonetheless because it has played a 
prominent role in previous attempts to find effective nonexperimental evaluation 
methods.
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Site

Mean control 
group 

earnings

Mean control 
group 

earnings

Oklahoma City/ Oklahoma City -1097 1,742 -2369 3,164

Detroit / Detroit 67 2,080 -1000 5,042

Riverside / Riverside -12207 2,289 1023 4,100

Grand Rapids/ Detroit 2058 2,484 977 5,392

Portland/ Portland -1829 3,096 -3898 5,538

Mean Bias -2601 -585

Mean Percent Bias (%) -114 -24
Mean Absolute Bias 3451 1853

Mean Absolute Percent Bias (%) 148 42
Percent of Bias Estimates that are 

Statistically Significant (%) 0 0

Notes:  Short run is defined as the two years following random assignment.
Medium run is defined as the third through fifth years after random assignment.
Two-tailed t-tests were applied to each estimated bias.  
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; *** = 1 percent. 

Estimated 
Bias

Estimated 
Bias

Table C.1

Estimated Bias in Estimated Impact on Annual Earnings
for the Heckman Selection Correction Method, In-State Comparisons

Short run Medium run
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Site
Mean control 

group earnings
Mean control 

group earnings

Oklahoma City/ Oklahoma City 1303 1,923 1188 3,457

Detroit / Detroit 226 2,080 197 5,042

Riverside / Riverside -9436 2,339 12215 4,258

Grand Rapids/ Detroit 709 2,697 -1259 5,616

Mean Bias -1029 1763
Mean Percent Bias -75 76
Mean Absolute Bias 2918 4887
Mean Percent Absolute Bias 127 87
Percent of Bias Estimates that are 

Statistically Significant 0 0

Site
Mean control 

group earnings
Mean control 

group earnings

Oklahoma City/ Oklahoma City 812 1,923 1807 3,457

Detroit / Detroit 67 2,080 -1000 5,042

Riverside / Riverside -21251 ** 2,339 3044 4,258

Grand Rapids/ Detroit 726 2,697 -1568 5,616

Mean Bias -2808 326
Mean Percent Bias -209 19
Mean Absolute Bias 5714 2140
Mean Percent Absolute Bias 245 43
Percent of Bias Estimates that are 

Statistically Significant 25 0

Notes: Short run is defined as the two years following random assignment. 
Medium run is defined as the third through fifth years after random assignment.
Two-tailed t-tests were applied to each estimated bias.  
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; *** = 1 percent. 

Table C.2

Estimated bias

Estimated bias

Using 8 Quarters of Prior Information in Models

Short run Medium run

Short run Medium run
Estimated 

bias

Estimated 
bias

Using 12 Quarters of Prior Information in Models

Comparing 12 Quarters and 8 Quarters of Employment and Earnings History
for the Heckman Selection Correction Method, In-State Comparisons

Estimated Bias in Estimated Impact on Annual Earnings
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Comparison Site

Portland -3483 ***
Detroit -2643 *** 1960
Grand Rapids -1831 2038
Atlanta -1003 1166 -2692 245
Oklahoma City -1723 ** -981 -886 * -3835 *** -620

Control group earnings 2336 2517 2040 2484 2680
Mean Bias -2137 1046 -1789 -1795 -620
Mean Percent Bias (%) -91 42 -88 -72 -23
Mean Absolute Bias 2137 1229 716 816 124
Mean Absolute Percent Bias (%) 91 49 35 33 5
Percent of Bias Estimates that are

Statistically Significant 60 0 50 50

Comparison Site

Portland -4827 ***
Detroit -5361 *** -264
Grand Rapids -3989 ** -757
Atlanta -3496 ** 783 25 -387 *
Oklahoma City -3580 *** 1039 594 *** 589 *** 806 ***

Control group earnings 3809 5037 5369 5392 4895
Mean Bias -4251 200 309 101 806
Mean Percent Bias (%) -182 8 15 4 30
Mean Absolute Bias 4251 568 124 195 161
Mean Absolute Percent Bias (%) 182 23 6 8 6
Percent of Bias Estimates that are

Statistically Significant 100 0 50 100

Notes:  Short run is defined as the two years following random assignment. 
Medium run is defined as the third through  fifth years after random assignment.
Two-tailed t-tests were applied to each estimated bias.  
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; *** = 1 percent. 

Control Site

Table C.3

Estimated Bias in Estimated Impact on Annual Earnings
for the Heckman Selection Correction Method, Out-of-State Comparisons

Short Run

Medium Run
Control Site

Riverside Portland Detroit
Grand 
Rapids Atlanta

AtlantaRiverside Portland Detroit
Grand 
Rapids
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Mean control 
group earnings

Mean control 
group earnings

Riverside -238 2336 952 3809
Portland 112 2517 2317 ** 5037
Detroit -47 2040 -65 5369
Grand Rapids -4274 *** 2484 592 5392
Atlanta -1400 *** 2680 -1826 ** 4895
Oklahoma -3923 *** 1858 -2207 ** 3098

Mean Bias -1628 -39
Mean Percent Bias -74 -5
Mean Absolute Bias 1666 1326
Mean Absolute Percent Bias 75 32
Percent of Bias Estimates that are

Statistically Significant 50 50

Notes Short run is defined as the two years following random assignment. 
Medium run is defined as the third through fifth years after random assignment.
Two-tailed t-tests were applied to each estimated bias.  
Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; *** = 1 percent. 

Table C.4

Medium run
Estimated 

bias
Estimated 

biasControl Site

Short run

Estimated Bias in Estimated Impact on Annual Earnings
for the Heckman Selection Correction Method, Multi-State Comparisons
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Appendix D 
 

Inferring the Sampling Distributions of Experimental and 
Nonexperimental Impact Estimators 
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 Chapter 4 investigated the extent to which conclusions from the random 
assignment NEWWS evaluation would have been altered if nonexperimental methods 
had been used instead. This analysis was based on estimates of the nonexperimental 
mismatch error presented in Chapter 3. Appendix D describes how the findings in 
Chapter 4 were obtained.  
 
Replicating Conclusions about the Net Impacts of Specific 
NEWWS Program Models 
 
 The first question addressed in Chapter 4 was how likely it is that the main 
conclusions from NEWWS concerning the net impacts of particular program models 
would have differed if nonexperimental methods had been used instead of random 
assignment. This analysis focused on the four main program models identified in the 
NEWWS final report (Hamilton, et al., 2001), using the following categories: (1) Job-
search-first programs (in Atlanta, Grand Rapids, and Riverside); (2) high-enforcement 
education-first programs (in Atlanta, Grand Rapids, Riverside, and two programs in 
Columbus); (3) low-enforcement education-first programs (in Detroit and Oklahoma 
City); and (4) the Portland program, which was employment-focused but used a mix of 
job search and education as initial activities. 
 
 Four steps were involved in conducting the analysis for Chapter 4. 
  

• Calculate the estimated impact and standard error for each NEWWS program 
model from the random assignment experiment. 

 
 • Determine the likelihood that an experimental estimator would replicate a 

statistically significant impact on earnings.  
 
 • Estimate the additional mismatch error variance that would result from a 

nonexperimental evaluation using the findings in Chapter 3 for an OLS 
regression with an in-state comparison group. 

 
 • Determine the likelihood that a nonexperimental estimator would replicate a 

statistically significant impact on earnings. 
  
 Step 1: Calculate the impact and standard errors using random assignment. 
 
 The estimated net impact and standard error for each program studied in NEWWS 
was obtained from an OLS regression of total earnings for the five-year follow-up period 
(in 1996 dollars) on an indicator of whether each sample member was in the program 
group or the control group plus a series of baseline characteristics. For program models 
from more than one NEWWS program, the estimated mean impact was computed as an 
equally weighted average of the impacts across sites, and the standard error of the mean 
impact was computed accordingly. The standard error of the mean impact of the high-



 D-3 
 

enforcement education-first programs was adjusted for the fact that the two Columbus 
programs in this category used the same control group.  
 
 Findings from this analysis are reported in the top panel of Table D.1. The first 
column of this panel lists the average experimental impact estimate for each type of 
program examined. The second column lists the estimated experimental standard error for 
these impact estimates.   
 

Table D.1 
 

Estimates and Standard Errors for Experimental and Nonexperimental Estimates 
of Impacts on Total Five-Year Earnings in NEWWS 

 
  Standard Errors 

Site and Program 
Impact 

Estimate 
from 

Experiment 

from 
Nonexperimental 

Comparison 
    

Net Impacts    
 Portland 5,034 1,327 2,967 
 Job-search-first 2,138 455 1,598 
 High-enforcement education-focused 1,503 385 1,356 
 Low-enforcement education-focused 770 432 1,926 
    
Differential impacts    
 Portland vs. job-search-first 2,896 1,403 3,371 
 Portland vs. high enforcement 3,531 1,382 3,263 
 Portland vs. low-enforcement 4,264 1,396 3,538 
 Job-search-first vs. high-enforcement 634 1,151 2,096 
 Job-search-first vs. low-enforcement 1,368 627 2,503 
 High vs. low-enforcement education-focused 733 579 2,355 
 
 
 Step 2: Determine the likelihood that an experimental estimator would replicate 

a statistically significant impact on earnings. 
 
 Let mi be the experimentally estimated impact for program model i and let (sei)2 
be its estimated error variance (the square of its standard error). Also, assume that mi is 
positive because we focus our replication analysis on positive NEWWS impact estimates. 
Based on information from one experiment, the best guess is that another experiment run 
in the same place with the same program model and the same sample sizes would yield a 
series of impact estimates centered on mi with a variance of (sei)2.  
 
 This implies that the probability that another random assignment experiment 
would replicate an impact estimate that is positive and statistically significantly different 
from zero at the 5 percent significance level using a one-tailed test is  
 
 Prob(mi + εi > 1.6448 sei)  [D-1] 
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where εi is a random sampling error. To compute this probability, the standard normal 
distribution is appropriate because experimental impact estimates will have an 
asymptotically normal distribution, whether they are regression adjusted using OLS (as in 
NEWWS) or calculated as a simple difference of means (see, for example, Amemiya, 
1985). A one-tailed test was used because we were interested in replications that would 
yield the same implications as NEWWS about which programs had positive effects. The 
5 percent significance level was used because the significance levels of impact estimates 
in NEWWS were tested using two-tailed tests with a 10 percent significance level, and a 
positive estimate that is significantly different from zero in a one-tailed test at the 5 
percent significance level will also be significantly different from zero in a two-tailed test 
at the 10 percent significance level. 
 

Step 3: Estimate the additional mismatch error variance that would result from 
a nonexperimental evaluation. 

 
 The logic in determining the likelihood that a nonexperimental estimator would 
replicate a particular significant impact estimate is similar to that for an experiment, but 
its error variance is larger. As noted in Chapter 4, experimental replications differ from 
one another because of sampling error. Nonexperimental replications have the same 
sampling error plus error due to nonexperimental mismatch.  
 

The total variance of a nonexperimental impact estimator therefore equals the 
sum of: (1) the variance produced by random sampling error (which depends on the size 
of the analysis sample and the variation of the outcome measure across individual sample 
members) and (2) nonexperimental mismatch error (which is independent of sample size 
and individual outcome variation). 
 
 The key to inferring the variance of nonexperimental impact estimates, therefore, 
is to estimate the variance of mismatch error, which we denote as 2

τσ , and add it to the 
variance of random sampling error for the experimental findings to be examined. To see 
this, first note that a specific nonexperimental impact estimate, n

im , can be written as  
 

ii
n
i vm += µ  [D-2] 

 
where µi is the true impact, and vi is the total nonexperimental error. The total 
nonexperimental error then can be expressed as  
 
 iiiv τε +=  [D-3] 
 
where εi is random sampling error and τi is nonexperimental mismatch error. Since 
sampling error and mismatch error are independent of each other, one can write an 
expression for the total variance of nonexperimental error for a series of studies i with the 
same variation in random sampling error as: 
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 τε σσσ τε 222 )()()( +=+== VARVARvVARv  [D-4] 
 
The corresponding expression for a series of nonexperimental studies with different 
amounts of variation in random sampling error (because they have different sample sizes 
and/or different underlying variation in individual outcomes) is: 
 

 τε σσσ τε 222 )()()]([)( +=+== EVARVAREvVARv  [D-5] 
 
Rearranging terms in this expression yields 
 
 )( 222

ετ σσσ Ev −=  [D-6] 
 
 Thus, to estimate the variance of nonexperimental mismatch error, 2στ , we:  
(1) estimated the total nonexperimental error variance, 2

vσ , as the variance of the five in-
state bias estimates; (2) estimated the average variance due to random sampling error, 
E( )2σε , as the mean of the estimated error variances for the five in-state bias estimates; 
and (3) took the difference between these two estimates. 
 
 The first step in this process was to estimate the bias for each in-state comparison 
with respect to total five-year follow-up earnings, estimate its associated standard error, 
and obtain its implied error variance. These findings are displayed in columns one, two 
and three, respectively of Table D.2. The next step was to compute the variance of the 
five bias estimates (8,284,105) as an estimate of the total nonexperimental error variance, 

2
vσ .1 The next step was to compute the mean of the five estimated error variances 

(1,239,311) as an estimate of the average variance of random sampling error, E( )2σε The 
final step was to compute the difference between these two error variances to estimate the 
variance due to nonexperimental mismatch error (7,044,793). 
 
 Step 4: Determine the likelihood that a nonexperimental estimator would 

replicate a particular statistically significant impact on earnings. 
 
 The final step in our analysis was to determine the likelihood that a 
nonexperimental estimator would replicate a particular experimental impact finding, mi, 
that was positive and statistically significant.  By replicate, we mean that the 
nonexperimental estimate would also be positive and statistically significant. For this 
analysis we thus asked the question: what is the probability that the nonexperimental 
estimator would be positive and statistically significant at the 0.05-level for a one-tail 
test, if the true impact were equal to the experimentally estimated impact, mi? 
 

                                                 
1 Because we were estimating a population variance, 2

vσ , our computation reflected (n-1) = 4 degrees of 
freedom. 
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Table D.2 
 

Calculation of Nonexperimental Mismatch Error for In-State Comparisons 
for Total Earnings over Five Years After Random Assignment 

 

Control and Comparison Site 

Point 
Estimate of 

Bias 

Estimated 
Standard 
Error of 

Point 
Estimate 

Estimated 
Variance of 

Point 
Estimate 

Variance 
Components 

     
Oklahoma City-Oklahoma City 778 660 436,100  
Detroit-Detroit -2,867 1,206 1,454,837  
Riverside-Riverside 551 922 849,872  
Grand Rapids-Detroit -3,829 1,051 1,104,037  
Portland-Portland 3,206 1,534 2,351,712  
     
(a) Total Variance of Bias Point Estimates   8,284,105 
(b) Estimated Variance from Sampling Error   1,239,311 
(c) Variance Due to Nonexperimental Mismatch Error  7,044,793 
 
 
 
 To estimate this probability required an estimate of the total standard error of the 
corresponding nonexperimental estimator, n

ise . We obtained this estimate by adding the 
estimated variance of mismatch error (7,044,793) to the estimated variance of random 
sampling error for the specific experimental finding and taking the square root of this 
sum. The estimated nonexperimental standard error for each type of program is listed in 
column three of the top panel of Table D.1. 
  
 We then computed the probability that a replicated estimate would be positive and 
statistically significant as 
 
 Prob(mi + vi > 1.6448 n

ise )  [D-7] 
 
given that vi is a random variable from a normal distribution with a mean of zero and 
standard deviation of n

ise . 
 
Replicating Conclusions about the Differential Impacts of  
Specific Pairs of NEWWS Program Models 
 
 Comparing the likelihoods of experimental and nonexperimental replications of 
the differential impact findings for NEWWS programs is a straightforward extension of 
the process used to do so for their net impacts.  Specifically, if estimates from two 
program models i and j have the distributions described above, then their difference also 
has an asymptotically normal distribution. Under the null hypothesis of no difference in 
impacts across models, N1/2(mi - mj) →d N(0,Vi + Vj + 2Cij) where Vi and Vj are the 
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variances of the estimates of the two program models and Cij is their covariance. In 
NEWWS, estimates are independent unless a common control group is used to estimate 
the impact. Hence, these estimates are independent except for the job-search-first 
programs in Atlanta, Grand Rapids, and Riverside, which share a common control group 
with their high-enforcement education-first counterparts, and the two Columbus 
programs, which share a common control group.  
 
 The bottom panel of Table D.1 presents the experimental differential impact 
estimate, its associated standard error, and the estimated standard error of a 
nonexperimental estimator for the several NEWWS program models that were compared. 
Using the same logic as that used for net impact estimates, the probability that a 
replication of the evaluation of two program models would repeat a positive differential 
impact estimate that was statistically significant at the 5 percent level for a one-tail test is 

 
 Prob[(mi - mj) + vij >1.6448 seij] [D-8] 

 
where seij is the estimated standard error of the differential impact estimate and vij is a 
random variable from a normal distribution with a mean of zero and a standard deviation 
of seij.  


